














The husband is obsessed with lines: where they will go, where they will take us,
how quickly one will take us to another, whether the tracks are single or double. Lines
connecting people and places. It is pure fantasy in his head. He’s travelling to all these
places, skimming over the tracks like the telegraph lines that cut through the win-
dows of the train and the heads of trees. He attempts humour — says how kind it is of
the railways not to charge us for this free day of travel. A weak effort to make up for
his wife’s outburst about the butter.

Children have suddenly appeared, noisy and dirty, mimicking the sound of trains
in tired voices, in straggly plaits and soiled clothes. Men walk around with stubbles
and full beards, and women go around with a slightly stale smell about them.

I know we are in Gujarat now because the cows here are beautiful, gracious; their
horns perfectly shaped for hooking on to the sky. Village women are everywhere, una-
shamedly feeding children at their breast, carrying bronze pots of water amidst swirls
of red dupattas. One of them looked at me with a silver tikka on her forehead and I
felt she must know everything about my life.

We sit with cards and books at our side. We have run out of things to say to each
other. We have eaten, we have slept, we have washed ourselves in the filthy basin and
used the hole in the toilet for relief. We have left our crumpled sheets and newspapers
behind.

A few more hours of travel. Mother is standing by the open door watching the sun-
set on the opposite side of the train. Finally, proof that we have crossed the great girth
of this peninsula. Her white hair is streaming behind her. 'm scared she will fall out,
fly away to some place we’ve left behind. I'm scared I will not find her.

“They should build prisons by railways stations,” she says, “or hospitals, so that
inmates can look at the trains passing by, hear the sound of the wind underneath the
rails, imagine the lives of the people travelling and the places they’re travelling to; all
the things they can no longer do.”

I stand behind her as she waits for more familiar names: Manmad, Jalgaon, Surat.

She was here a long time ago. Her parents were here a long time ago. All that is
here is part of her. She began somewhere here, and so I too begin somewhere among
these ancient ruins and buried cities. How have we both moved so far from this place
to a city with a sea instead of a desert?

I take her inside and we gather up our belongings, putting them into plastic covers
and nylon bags. Mother turns to me and says, “I saw that woman this morning when
Iwoke up. She was lying with the sheets around her. Her breasts had spilled out of her
blouse and her red sari had fallen away. Her petticoat had risen up and you know, she
wasn’t wearing anything underneath. I was so surprised. Her hair was open — wild.
And she was just lying there like a ruined country, completely open to everything.”

“Yes,” I say, “Yes, I saw that too.”

“It was a mistake to come, “says mother, “I want to die in my own home, by my sea,
my sky. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I say, “Yes. We can always turn back.”

We sit down facing each other with this knowledge; with the fake smell of powder
and perfume on us, waiting for the approaching lights of Baroda.
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