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Chapter 1
 
March showers were pelting upon her with such fury, as if each drop had a vendetta to settle. The cool waters thrashed against her unprotected skin, yet she continued to run wildly, in her desperate effort to reach home. So desperate she was that she neglected the importance her coat could have served in this weather. 
It was fast approaching six in the evening. The realisation struck fresh fear within her, yet she ran and ran, ignorant of time, fighting against her own weight, for being wet did little to encourage her light-footedness. Her jeans have become two shades darker with the wash of the rain, sticking to her lithe legs and suffocating the strained muscles. Her top hung limp from her slender shoulders, water trickling from the hem as if it was being rinsed from a washing line. The length of her dark hair increased as the wetness added on noticeable inches, and her pumps were equally drenched as her feet overlooked the numerous puddles. 
At last, she reaches the long awaited road of Kensington. That house in the middle belongs to her. She climbs the cursed steps and rings the bell. There was no answer. She began to fear the worse. Refusing to take heed to Misfortune’s temptation, she rings the bell again. At length, the door opens. Her father answers the call. His face possessed a look of evident distress, speechless and concerned, confirming all that which she until now believed to be some misconception, a tyranny of fate. He called her in, and she entered in haste, towards the desired room. 
The door was ajar, invitingly open. Yet she stood stationary before it. There was no sound coming from inside. An unnatural silence emitted from there. Her breaths were heavy. She did not know what reaction to undergo at this point nor how to cross this final step. How foolish she felt that she risked her future to come here and when here, she fears to make that final step.
Sam watched his daughter's hesitance from behind, understanding precisely the reasons that stalled her from entering the bedroom. He walked up to her and, holding her gently by her drenched shoulders, led her inside. 
Darkness and gloom at once befalls her eyes. Curtains were safely drawn and those sat around the bed had a solemn look about their face as they turn to see her. ‘Mayah,’ the weak voice calls her. ‘Amar shoona,’ her Dhadhi calls her yet again. ‘Kothai thumi,’ she asks lifting her heavy head from the pillows, searching desperately for her granddaughter. 
Mayah quickly reaches the bed in which her Dhadhi lay, and grasped her tightly by the hand. Her Dhadhi’s eyes scarcely opened, but felt the familiar touch to know her grandchild was here at last in her close proximities. Mayah stayed in this arrangement for a long while. Everyone in the room slowly and quietly left. The door remained ajar, for it was her Dhadhi’s greatest fear to be inside a room locked. She would always say, “When the world no longer remains such that we can trust the words of another man, then how can man place his trust in the unspeaking.” Speak Mayah willed her Dhadhi. Do not let your words fail me now…
 
Flight after flight of stairs she was ascending. Scarcely did she climb one that another began, endless and ever growing. Yet she needed to reach the top. Someone was there, calling her, waiting for her arrival. ‘Mayah . . . the voice calls her name again, and as she looks up, the face disappears. Who called her? Who waited for her there? She felt herself panting again, experiencing the familiar sensation of restlessness, feeling the cramps at the back of her shins. Yet she knew she had to reach the top. ‘Mayah . .  .’ The voice called her again. She must overcome this length and get there. She ran and ran through each staircase, upending each step with unyielding determination. Every time she believed to have reached a landing, the steps extended to form another flight of stairs, growing and growing. Yet no length could avert her eagerness. So fast was her pace that she could see nothing else but that peak, which she must reach. Her hastiness and desperation neglected her to see anything, not even those steps she was to put her foot onto next. Her foot misplaced, she lost her balance and . . . 
Her whole body shudders with shock.
She woke with a start, but her eyes remained closed. Her head cushioned amongst the pillows and her body draped under the safety of blankets, Mayah soon realises that the violent start was in response to waking up from a bad dream. It was just a dream she recites to herself - that same dream. 
This was not the first time she had the misfortunes to experience such a dream, and neither can she remember the first time it began to disrupt her sleep. She encountered the dream so often that the image of the ever-growing stairs has embedded itself in her mind, and only found the night as the proper hour to torment her. She was awake, but still recovering. Indeed, she could no longer distinguish dream from reality. To her it all appeared as both and nothing. 
She would have continued her struggles in distinguishing one from the other had she not heard the unmistakable closing of doors. She felt the bed shook and with it her entire body. Her sleep now fully broken, her eyes were obliged to open. 
Her grey eyes greet a cloudy darkness. She was in her bedroom. She rose up from her bed instantly, finding herself changed from the drenched clothes and into one of her pyjamas. Her head felt heavy. She put a hand to one of her temples to ease the pain, when she belatedly realises the loose strands of her hair dangling around her forehead are dry. 
Then at once, she becomes alert of where she was. 
In another overcoming of flurry, she reaches for her phone, which lay idly on the table beside her bed, and switches it on frantically. The time was past midnight. The update instantly immerses her mind with unkind thoughts of her Dhadhi’s health. She threw aside the bed covers, and removed herself from the bed to investigate her Dhadhi’s whereabouts, cursing herself for falling weak to sleep's enticement. Indeed, she could not tell when she fell asleep. 
She escaped darkness and greeted another. The passageway lights were off, but voices from a nearing room indicated that not all were asleep. Her ears followed the unintelligible voices, and eyes therefore met with a door at the far end of the passageway. The door was conveniently ajar, through which the thinnest shaft of light absconded. She neared the room cautiously, careful not to step on that shaft of light. The convenient opening of the door permitted her ears to place names on those who were inside. It was her parents, who were in the study - her late grandfather's study. Her father only entered this room when he was in a trouble which going into that room can help him overcome. She therefore had sufficient proof to conclude that her parents were in some turmoil. 
‘. . . it is not right,’ her father clarifies yet again. ‘To let Amma go in her health will not be right.’
‘It is her wish,’ her mother argued. ‘She did a lot for us, even after your father’s passing away. If Mum wants to go then we have no right to stop her.’
‘As her son, I do have the right to stop her. Besides, Dad would agree with me,’ her father affirms. ‘If Dad were here today then he would agree with my decision to refuse Amma's obstinate requests. What sin do you wish me to commit by allowing my mother to make travels to her native country? You of all people are aware of the risks.'
‘Are risks any less here? Mum refused to eat anything until you agree her demands. She put her obstinacy into act and you saw what happened? She fainted. She spent two days in hospital. The social services almost got involved. It was only by God’s will that nothing serious unfolded, that Mum gave her excuses for her poor health, or else what face would we have shown Mayah. What answers could you have given, Sam?’
‘My refusal is firm, Jill,’ her father says, willing to end the conversation. ‘I cannot knowingly put my Mum in danger.’
Silence succeeded. For a short undisturbed while, it continued in that trend until she could hear footsteps nearing the door. She could not deduce the reasons, but she was unwilling for anyone to find her awake. She was certainly afraid to have her parents find her in this proximity to their conversation. Thus, she retraced her steps quietly and quickly towards her bedroom, closing the door quietly and slipping into the bed. Twenty-one years of experience has taught her that her mother will enter her room one more time before retiring to her own bed. The doors open with gradual force, and soon her mother proves her suspicions correct. She closed her eyes as if she were peacefully asleep. Despite the darkness, she could feel the casting of her Mum’s shadow as she stood beside her bed. She then felt her Mum’s warm hand on her forehead, doubtless to check her temperature, for she had remained in those rain-drenched clothes for a long while. She received her Mum’s hand welcomingly. It exuded an untainted sense of affection, a familiar concern, and invoked a strange consolation that perhaps only a mother could give. She felt rather childish to seek this comfort, but as all are aware, no child ever becomes of that age so to have no need for their mother, and likewise a mother never sees an age in her child so to cease her concerns. Satisfied she had not caught a cold her Mum removes her hand and gently rearranges the quilt to tuck her inside securely. She did not leave immediately, and Mayah understood very well the reasons that stalled her Mum. 
 
At length her mum overcomes those stalling reasons and leaves the room. Assessing her parents have safely returned to their rooms, she decides to leave her bedroom again, cautiously turning the doorknob until it releases to an open. She stretches her head out of the door, and no longer saw the thin spectrum of light absconding from the study. She left her room quickly, setting to the original route, from which that the overhead conversation had deviated her. Her feet lightly treaded along the carpet, quietly leading her to the intended room. She questioned the absurdity of having suddenly adopted the behaviour of a common intruder. She is a known face in this dwelling then why the fear of being discovered?
The door of Dhadhi's room was conveniently ajar, through which she quietly entered. There, her Dhadhi lay, sleeping peacefully in her bed. With more gentle steps, she nears the bed, sinking into the chair beside it, which doubtless seated many today, as they extended their wishes and sympathies. Here, she sat a long while, becalmed and watching absently the rising and falling of Dhadh’s chest. The soft light emitting from the lamp, stretched its rays towards the unwell, enabling her to see the true extent of the strain on Dhadhi’s face. 
She was at a writer’s conference when her phone beeped with the alarming message that Dhadhi was in hospital last night, and that she was only discharged this morning. Her father informed her with notable subtlety, informing her of this incident once Dhadhi was safely at home. When she reprimanded him for not informing her quicker, he reasoned that he did not wish to worry her, and probably would have kept the matter outside her knowledge had Dhadhi not insisted to see her. Save for her bag she left everything and headed home, constantly suppressing the regret that she should not have left Dhadhi. Yet, she did not leave her side for pleasure. It's been almost four months since her graduation. But how many occasions have men dedicated their efforts in their chosen field and found the grounds infertile to apply their labours? Her quest for employment was not for financial stability, but for improvement of mind. It is her belief that a person’s mind must always remain occupied and hands should not be kept idle, setting to tasks that can exercise the mind. Despite her mother being a renowned author and her father being a City Banker, she had no clue of her own career. In the effort to reach a clarification, her mother suggested her to attend the writer’s conference in Solihull. It was a two-day conference, which required her stay there. The audience doubtless had given her curious looks as she hastily excused her way out of the auditorium. She was so much in a flurry that she did not return to the hotel to retrieve her belongings. Besides, all she needed was her bag.
Escaping her absent thoughts, she rises from the chair and walks over to the window, pushing aside the curtain slightly so to take a peak outside. Grey eyes scanned the skies with intrigue. The young night had transformed into the comings of a dark morning. The stars were seldom visible in these polluted climates, but tonight they showed the faintest inkling of their existence, veiling themselves behind the cashmere spreads. Absorbed under these views, she unexpectedly hears her name. Startled, she let loose of the silken drape, and turned her head towards the source to find Dhadhi calling her in a weak whisper. She retook her position beside the bed, cursing herself for becoming the cause of waking Dhadhi. Her Dhadhi’s eyes remained closed, allowing her frail hand alone to search for her granddaughter’s whereabouts. It did not take long for Dhadhi to locate her face, touching her soft jaw line. Mayah takes her hand into her own, confirming that she is here. 
‘I know,’ Dhadhi says, a small smile curling on her dry lips, her eyes still closed. ‘You have been here for the last fifteen minutes. I was waiting for you to speak first.’
Nargis Nessa is Mayah’s paternal grandmother. Her Dhadhi’s past and adolescence is one of great bravery and often submerged the hearer into deep intrigue. Her story when narrated, as Mayah had often demanded to hear, often had the hearer to ask if what they heard was real or fiction. 
In those days, Bangladesh had not formed let alone be an independent state (even if that today). She barely reached sixteen when she married Francis Young, who was well into his mid-twenties when he proposed marriage. He was a political journalist of a prominent newspaper, reporting on the tension between East and West Pakistan. The news did not appeal to many journalists, chiefly due to the inconvenience of location. Both parts of the country were struggling for their Independence. In 1963, sixteen years after India had declared independence from the British, he took up a career defining position in East Bengal for six months to cover reporting on the major political unrest between the two wings of Pakistan. Mahatma Gandhi’s patient tactics resulted in obtaining independence from the British, but a civil conflict broke out instead. Being a journalist, Francis found the opportunity in this conflicting division, installing himself in the true situation to absorb the political tension. The Bengali Language Movement was perhaps the most notable resolution to form from the conflict, and as a mark of achievement, Shaheed Minar was inaugurated in Dhaka in that year of his travel too, meeting the likes of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the 1st President of Bangladesh. In that year the East Pakistan’s political party, Awami League, rose to power and overshadowed the West Pakistani oppositions, becoming the major motivating factor in inciting the opposition and fuelling the ongoing tension.
 

Chapter 2
 
Francis was not alone in his travels, and was in the company of his photographer friend, Jonathan. They took residence in a small village located in a district of Dhaka, East Pakistan, to capture the conflicts of which small villages were bearing the brunt. Numerous photographs, images and interviews of local villagers and townsmen were taken, as well as of prominent political figures. They encountered no problems on their period of visit, and the East Pakistani’s took a great liking to the Englishmen. But it was in September of 1963, consequently the second last month of their stay in East Pakistan, when they met with a threatening incident, which divided a girl from her country before it should become victorious. 
Let us begin with that night. It was the early days of Sarat season. The night air was as humid as it was in the day. The overpowering smell of jute travelled from the vast fields surrounding the village. It was a restless night, the sticky air too disturbing and distracting to permit them any sleep. Amidst their awakened eyes, they heard a loud knock at the door of their village house. It was their tour guide, Jameel. He appeared every sense of the word afraid, wrapped in a black shawl as if to conceal him from being noticed. He was flustered, and with a restless mouth, informed them that half the village had been set to fire. Jameel did not hesitate to speculate that it was most likely to be a supporter of Ayub Khan, the West Pakistani opposition leader, who set alight the village in response to Awami League gaining power. He warned that they were not free from danger here, and advised them to follow him out of the village and seek refuge in the nearest town, where security is higher. Francis and Jonathan, immediately set to the given advice, and led themselves to Jameel’s follow. Their belongings and equipment hastily packed, they walked into the inflamed night. It became apparent at once that they were not the only ones following the same advice. The sight was one of great worriment. Villagers, with their young children, were running about like helpless preys seeking shelter from an avaricious predator, which has been starved for months. Men and women passed buckets of water passed around to extinguish the infectious fires, but their efforts went to vain. Empty buckets dropped to the ground in defeat as villagers decide to abandon their village and seek shelter elsewhere, scurrying here and there in wilder and frantic manners. Fortunately, Amar managed to hold a rickshaw on standby beside the village, waiting to collect them. 
Knowing the destination often made the journey easier, and the logics would have applied in their case too had they not belonged to a profession encouraging them to capture the unique sights. They were compelled to stop and capture the images that can heighten their careers. The village looked as if hell itself had spitted upon it, igniting all those that came into contact. Jameel’s warnings constantly revised their feet to follow their guide. It was this looking about, capturing, stopping and starting, which met their eyes with some burning houses not too far from them. 
Both he and Jonathan were provoked to put their equipment into use once again, unknowingly attracted to the blazing scene, drawing nearer to the inflamed houses. Their cameras took pictures of one house after the other, ignorant to the rushing crowd, and negligent of villager’s cries and distress. The passion for their work placed them into such positions that others cries did passed their ears unheard, disabling their hands to offer help to those in need. Their interest would have remained unattached to the true surrounding had not Francis witnessed a rather startling incident through his camera lens. In the distance, a distressed girl stood before a blazing house. She was trying with every effort to enter the house, but the doors were ablaze. She obstinately tries to enter again, neither fearing for her life nor the raging fire, which peaked with the purposeful agenda, as if to barricade her from entering. She walked up to the prison-like windows beside the obstructing door, and yelled something through the metal bars. Helpless, she pulls away from the windows, and for the first time he sees her face, distraught but determined. Her hands flap about in the air, hailing each passer-by to help her. But all are ignorant to her existence let alone hear her voice, passing her without a moment's glance. She returns to the window, and yells helplessly again. 
At last, he loosens his hold around the camera, hanging inattentively by his neck. A sudden compassion erupted through him, leading him to offer his assistance to the helpless girl. When he reached her, he found her face drenched in tears, and thus asks her who was trapped inside. 
She did not understand him, but with the support of the Englishman's gestures, she understood precisely what he asked. 
He did not know much Bengali, but his length of stay here understood him that when she said “maizee” and “baba”, she meant “mother and father”. The doors had caught in more flame, but he did not surrender to their determined agenda. Frantically, he looked around for something to hold the doors as wide as possible, eventually finding an upturned bedstead on the veranda. With the girl's help, he thrust it between the two inflamed doors, and trusting her with his camera, he put his life at risk, walking along the length of the bed, through the angry heat, until entering the house. 
He yells for prisoner's attention, searching restlessly for the girl’s parents. The whole house was dark, and the only light aiding his support was that emitting from the fires, which had spread violently inside, blinding him to see anything without shielding his face with his hands. Thick smoke infused each room, choking him as if it was punishing him for crossing into this threshold. At length, he notices a locked room. He kicks the door open, entering the room, greeted with heavy clouds of smoke. He calls out to them, but hears no response. 
Then, in its unforgiving imprisonment, he finds the girl’s parents. Her father lay motionless on the floor and her mother equally still, curled up beside him. He desperately feels for their pulse. He felt none. He searched again, insistent to find one. But it became apparent that death had shown no compassion.
Ignorant to the raging fire, he stayed helplessly knelt before the corpse, not knowing what face to show the girl, who waited expectantly to receive her parents. He would have perished away in those flames too had he not heard a sudden yelling. 
Someone else was trapped inside. 
Following the voice over the deafening flames, he meets a door at the very end of the house. Smoke was trailing from beneath the closed door. His grief quickly transformed into aggression, unleashing upon the door. He kicked them, determined to open them. When they do, he found the room alight, with a man immersed within the merciless flames. He led the man out, but the man did not follow. Instead, he made his way into his parents’ room. The fire obstructed his entrance, but he saw two still bodies encircled within the flame. He let out a violent cry of grief, and would have entered the death enticing room too had Francis not restrained the man from permitting to senselessness, dragging him out of the house. The man attempted, but struggled to release from his tight grip. Standing outside the cremating structure, the man now completely lost his senses, stubbornly fighting against the Englishman’s grasp to go inside and claim his parents. Seeing the man in desperate cries, the girl waiting outside too began to follow suit, knowing precisely the cause, helplessly holding him back before the insatiable fire should find the advantage to consume one more. The man surrendered at last, falling to the grounds in a cry echoing against the crackling heat, demanding the reasons to why it killed two innocent people. The girl wept on the man’s shoulder, while Francis oversaw the despairing scene, not knowing whether to console the mourning pair or let their grief run its course undisturbed. The images of the dead bodies flashed in his mind mercilessly and the echoing cries caused great discomfort to his ears. He wanted to pull away from the unsettling scene, but feet struggled to follow. What attraction was there in that scene that eyes should not look away and instead encourage the suffering of his heart?
Jonathan was also lost, searching for Jameel, who was searching for the two English journalists. The bright flames made it difficult to distinguish faces. At length, Jonathan and Jameel untie, but Francis’ whereabouts remained unknown. How could they find the lost, which did not search for his lost companions nor did anything for his seekers to discover him? 
After much effort and concern, Jameel located the wandering of the remaining Englishman. Keeping ignorant of the mournful pair before the alighted house, Jameel revises the English journalist of the dangers and impracticality of staying in this village. But Francis did not appear to take heed to his words. Desperate, Jonathan and Jameel both forcefully apply their words upon Francis, pulling him by the arm and distancing him from the sunken grievers. The whole time, his gaze remained upon the particular scene, even when he was taken to such a distance that the two mourners appeared like ashes amidst the hell-like scene. The girl’s distraught face flashed before his stunned eyes and the man’s painful cries deafened his ears. The images of the dead bodies etched into his very lids. He had no difficulty in recalling the torment he underwent when he left the bodies there, unclaimed, soon to be engulfed by the fire. In the desperate effort to vanish the tormenting images, he abruptly turns away from the cremating grounds. His effort went to vain. Images of the dead bodies became more prominent.
At last, they reached the perimeter of the village after an unarguably trying walk. Jameel looked about anxiously for the rickshaw he ordered to be on standby, but none came into his view. How would they? The sheer volume of people, all of whom were franticly fleeing the burning scene and desperately seeking to escape the disintegrating grounds, had discouraged the wise rickshaw riders from making their stop. They feared for their own safety. The few drivers that were compassionate enough to provide assistance, halted their rickshaw, and offered to carry as many passengers their strength allowed them. But people fled their village in such fright and unaccountable numbers that they neglected to consider the rickshaw’s incapability, seizing their good fortunes to find a rickshaw and flocking themselves on the crippling transport as if it were a scared stone they could not leave untouched.
In their failed attempt to hail any transport, Jameel walked them a further good distance. Empty rickshaws scurried passed, fearful should someone stop them, whilst a few others stopped before they conclude their journey. The weight the wheeling transports carried had exhausted drivers for them to continue cycling. Thankfully, Francis and his two companions were under no such dependency to have any halt their journey. With complaining limbs, they continued to walk when at length they met with an open-back lorry. Seeing three nightwalkers wandering alone along the quiet road at this hour had the drivers come to a stop. They enquired with interest what has them traversing these roads in this strange manner, to which Jameel promptly recalled the night’s events leading them here. The lorry drivers were conveniently making their travel into town for work purposes, and so accepting the offer of a handsome fare, they permitted the three night-wanderers a ride in their vehicles to the main town. The remainder of the night saw them sat at the roofless back of the lorry, taking them into the town where they could receive better help. 
 

Chapter 3
 
It had been over a week since they arrived into this town of Dhaka. Political unrest notched higher, and every newspaper discussed the same topic of Ayub Khan’s dirty tactics to discourage the Awami League. They took shelter at a small lodge whilst desperately arranging for flight tickets to England. Their stay in Dhaka had been shorter than originally planned, but circumstances became such that it would not be wise to stand on these unsettled grounds. It was on that day they were returning from Dhaka airport with the success of obtaining tickets, which confirmed their departure date in four days, when Fate felt the tingling to play another game. 
The majority of survivors from the fire that night had come to this town, for it was the nearest to the village. Amongst them was that girl, who lost her parents to the unforgiving blaze. She was out in the bazaar that day, undertaking the usual chore of buying groceries when she noticed the Englishman that helped her on the night of the fire. She quickly made way towards the Englishman, filtering through the crowd in the busiest hour of the day. She was relieved to find him in the company of Jameel, who became an unanticipated interpreter to the words she wished to say to the Englishman. 
Francis was equally surprised to see the girl again. Her sudden reappearance had him forcefully recall the incident that took him the course of a whole week to forget. However, he was under a strange relief knowing that the girl had escaped the ruined village safely. Then, without quite intending, he enquired with concern how the man is, who she was with that night of the incident. Her face shrunk with an unmistakable look of sorrow on hearing the question. She was hesitant to reply, but overcame it once understanding that keeping silence would be unfair on the Englishman’s evident concerns. She owed the man great favours, for had it not been for his kind help that night then she would have lost all her family members to the fire. 
Francis soon learnt that the man was in fact the girl’s older brother and they had arrived here having encountered much difficulty. Currently, they were staying at an acquaintance’s house in this town, but her brother is working hard to arrange other independent accommodation, making daily visits to the ruined village in the hope of making some recovery of their home. When the fire had completed its course, the villagers got together and retrieved the remains of the dead. Her parents’ were amongst the count. Her brother and villagers have since buried the deceased, their funeral corresponding to the usual religious customs. She had no shame to admit either that such was the depth of their destitution that it denied them the liberty to mourn. The dead have been buried, but the living must continue to find resources to survive. 
She then went on to speak of the purpose she came to meet them. Jameel relayed the message that she still had the Englishman’s camera from that night. She saw the instant relief on the Englishman’s face, his lips unfurling into a pleased smile and his dark features relaxing from the concern he was previously under on her behalf. 
Until now, he suspected the worst for his camera’s whereabouts. He forgot that he leant it to the girl for safekeeping and believing instead it to be lost to the fires. He was impelled to accept that the last five months of effort had gone to vain. Imagine his relief when the girl offered to return his camera here. She said it would only take her ten minutes to run to her house and retrieve his belonging. Francis did not wish the girl to exhaust herself, explaining there is no rush and she may return it leisurely at the lodge they were staying once she finished her shopping. However, the girl confirmed it was no difficulty and the current time suited her best. Jameel also advised the same. There may not be another opportunity to allow the transfer, for his departure from the country is merely in four days. The go-ahead received, the girl quickly paced towards her place of abode, her slender figure wrapped carefully in a sari, expertly filtering through the busy crowd. In the meantime, Jameel and Francis took a brief refuge at a nearby tea stall, the latter already planning his next excursion once reunited with his camera. 
The girl was correct in her estimation, and returned within ten minutes. She used the drape of her sari to wipe away any dirt the ten minute journey may have encountered the camera, despite keeping it in unharmed conditions throughout its owner’s absence. He watched admiringly at the girl‘s affectionate care, almost freely allowing the delay in beholding his item. Contemplating the excitement perceivable in the Englishman’s light-grey eyes, she handed him his camera, watching in slight humour as the Englishman turned his camera in his hand admiringly. To his great relief, the equipment remained just as he had last saw it. He passed on his gratitude to the girl for undertaking the inconvenience on his behalf, followed promptly with his farewell. He found it an uneasy parting. Being a journalist, there were many questions he wanted to ask the girl, believing it will help him to construct an exciting article and ultimately please his editors. However, assessing that the girl’s grief was perhaps still too raw to converse in greater lengths about the incident, he let pass the opportunity. 
Fortunately, he kept firm on his next venture. Their stay here was short, and now in possession of his camera, he requested Jameel to take him and Jonathan to the alighted village one final time, hoping to capture some useful shots to incorporate into their latest article. 
If any ever wished to see how Hell will look once its punishing fires were extinguished then that village would have served a good indication. Ash, debris, scattered bricks, and fallen branches sealed the vast plains of the village. Some parts appeared to have been only just extinguished, evident by the trailing smoke absconding from the ashen piles littered abundantly on the grounds. He put his camera to employment, taking repeated shots of the damages. His camera lens scarcely went astray from his eyes, freely navigating the area and capturing the appropriate images when a particular face came under his view. He lowered his camera and eyes alone absorbed the picture. There, in the distance, stood that man whom he rescued from the fire that night, standing next to the very house his parents took their final breath. An elderly man was in his company. Hence, thanking his fortunes to be met with the girl’s brother, Francis took the opportunity to ask questions his civility denied him asking the girl, thinking men are stronger hearted than women in overcoming a loss. But when he reached the intended address, the brother, unknown to his approach, walked off into another direction having been called by someone else. The old man however kept firm in his position before the ruined house. Seeing the brother occupied in conversation with someone else, Francis decided to ask the elderly man questions, believing he too was a victim of this ruin. Jameel followed the Englishman, and on reaching the elderly man, he translated the questions, to which Francis sought the answers. The elderly man looked rather pleased that he should interview him, seeking the clarification whether an English newspaper will really printed his picture. Learning the answers were to his favour, he responded to each question without hesitation. ‘He is not from this village,’ Jameel translated from Bengali to English. ‘He is the landlord of the place that man,’ he nods towards the girl’s brother, ’and his sister are accommodating.’
Francis then enquired if he came to see the extent of damage caused by the fire.
‘Yes, and no,’ Jameel translated once again. ‘He came to see the damage to calculate an estimation of the cost of recovery. He will pay to reconstruct this house.’
‘That is very kind of you,’ Francis thanked. ‘Is it only this house or are you offering to help a few others too?’
The elderly gave a chuckle here before replying. Francis too smiled, believing the man’s answer comprised of a gentle humour, but Jameel’s silence and evident shock had him consider otherwise. Eager to learn what the man’s reply was and admittedly growing irritated at Jameel’s silence, he insisted Jameel to share the answer. ‘He said,’ Jameel says, little recovered from his shock, ‘why would he help the others - it’s not as if he is marrying into their family. His interest lies specifically with this house because that man agreed to give his sister’s hand in marriage to him. He will be getting married to that girl - that is why he paid for their parent’s funeral too. They had no money to their name after the fire ruined their home, and so he offered to help them. But banks only give loan under some security and investors only put their money on assets that gives them the hope of a healthy return. So seeing his sister unmarried, and himself being a widow, he said he would not ask for repayment, but only if his marriage to the girl can commence. The brother agreed immediately, for after all he is doing the brother a generous favour by disburdening him of an unmarried sister. ‘Times are not that good,’ the old man added, ‘that man should wander around with a beautiful and unmarried girl beside him.’ 
 
That night Francis could not sleep. Why should he care what happens to the girl? Why is his sleep suffering for the girl’s sake? It is someone else’s life and his concern should remain primarily with his profession. The reasons, however sensible, were equally unacceptable.
An unsettling feeling had detained him, which the cooling night could not douse either. Unable to cope with his distresses, Francis rose up from his bed, and began pacing restlessly the length of his room. He was quite familiar with concept of a young girl marrying a man old enough to be her father. The conduct was commonplace in a country such as this. However, his acquaintance with the girl, made it difficult for him to accept the occurrence of such shameful marriages. His sensibility advised him to keep his affairs strictly concerned with his business, but his impulsive side had him give this matter more thought than necessary. Yet, what could he do? The girl’s brother had already given the old man his word. Marriage with the scheming old man was a confirmed deal. But it was the innocent girl who was repaying the debt with her life and happiness. It will not be fair on her prospects. 
No longer quarrelling with why he assigned this level of interest to the girl’s welfare, Francis had formed a stout determination. He wanted to hear the girl’s opinions on this alliance too. Perhaps believing that marriage will bring some relief to their impoverishment, the girl found no reason to object. Perhaps she had no inkling at all about her marriage. Thus, the night somehow passed, with sleep barely touching his lids. The next morning, while Jonathan took the remaining tour of the town, he instructed Jameel to meet him at the lodge to discuss an important matter. He wanted to learn of the girl’s whereabouts. Just once, he wanted to meet the girl and clear his confusion, promising himself that if the girl was fully content with this marriage then he will no longer interfere. His concern for the girl’s welfare had astonished Jameel, who refuted his unnecessary interference. But the journalist seemed almost possessed with the idea, adding that if he shan’t help then he shall employ other tactics. Worried that the journalist may take some thoughtless action that could accost him into unnecessary troubles, Jameel was compelled to offer his help. They quickly plotted a design to enable the Englishman to meet the girl discreetly, for it was not common custom in this country for men and women to converse openly under the witness of onlookers. With some difficulty, Jameel obtained the girl’s address and with more bravery, Jameel and Francis entered their footing into it. It was a large building with numerous rooms owned by the old landlord whom the girl was to marry soon. The old landlord had an astute memory that men of his age commonly had difficulty retaining. Thus, remembered clearly the face of the Englishman, initially believing he may have returned for a further interview. Jameel explained the situation to the landlord, stating that the journalist had lost his room from his current lodgings due to a dispute with the owner, therefore required temporary accommodation here until their flight date, which is in three days’ time. But the old man was a businessman after all, calculating quickly what income he can make of this Englishman in these few days. It was only on the offer of a double fare that the scheming landlord agreed to let him a room. 
There was scarce time in his favour and so Francis set to work immediately the next day. He kept careful observation of everyone’s whereabouts. Enlisting the help of Jameel once again, a small-scale but impressive, surveillance unit was set up. Children of those families who were also staying under the landlord‘s kindness, were told to inform either Jameel or the resident at number twelve, of Naris’s whereabouts. That was her name. If any child should deceive their trust then he should revoke the small fee, for which they undertake this employment. Here, it became apparent that money was not only a universal language but its effect was equal on both the calculating mind and the innocent ones too.
 

Chapter 4
 
With more eyes keeping observation, Nargis’s schedule could hardly remain secret. 
The next day, when she left her small apartment with a wash load of clothes, heading directly for the Buriganga riverbank, the children immediately informed the resident at number twelve. He settled the children’s due and collected Jameel rom his place of residence. Being a journalist, he had the requisite talent to follow one without going detected. 
At length, Nargis reached the riverbank. Thankfully, there were both men and women at the bank, and was conveniently busy, making his appearance less distinct. White sheets and long yards of colourful saris hung loose from the washing lines, widely spread to dry under the sun. Nargis promptly took to the task of washing her clothes, while Jameel casually gave him a tour of the scene, pointing here and there, explaining this and that. He took random pictures of the setting as an intrigued tourist would. They have to appear indiscreet. Women shied away as they took their pictures, but men stood proudly at their photo shoot. The sudden coming of a light breeze lifted the hanging sheets as he quietly walked past them, allowing him to see her on the bank. He stood here for a while, his gaze fixed on the girl, as if in a calming trance. The breeze mustered a strange energy, lifting the sheets high into the sunlit air, unveiling completely as if to let his eager gaze see the girl unobstructed. She sat there, at the edge of the riverbank, beating her clothes, rinsing them repeatedly in the silvery water with her lithe arms. He watched her in an inexplicable rise of pain, desiring to request the girl to have some pity on those fragile arms. 
Did she hear, wondered he in amazement as she stops almost immediately. Her dark eyes look here and there, as if looking for that culprit that should admire her. He feared the girl might have noticed his shameful behaviour of stalking, but she merely looked for a vacant space upon the washing line. She touched the hanging sheets to check their dryness, and satisfied they are dry, push the whole lot to one side, creating space for her sheet, and unexpectedly bringing him to her notice. 
There remained little difference between those hanging sheets and the colour on her face, both plain and drained. Her eyes would have deceived her mind to believe she had never seen that face before had it not been for the unmistakable camera. His identity fell to her familiarity at once. She was scared and concerned for her safety. She suspected his intentions to be ill. Yet she made no move to ascertain her safety, eyes fixated upon the Englishman lest the slightest flicker should provoke him. She stood immobilised, one arm stretched to the sheet and another holding the one she intended to hand. Questions overwhelmed her mind to his purpose here. Perhaps he was just taking pictures. Or did he misconstrue the reasons she returned his camera to him? Did the Englishman conceive some other meaning of finding him in the bazaar? 
‘Do not be alarmed,’ he said noting her sceptical gaze upon him. Jameel, now beside him, translated without delay, echoing his words into Bengali. ‘We want to discuss something important. It is related to your brother. But we cannot discuss this here.’
‘What about my brother?’ she asked in the natural sisterly concern, looking from Jameel to the Englishman. 
‘Not here,’ Jameel echoed again. ‘We need a quiet location,’ he said looking away from Francis. ‘But you should choose a place you feel most safe.’ 
He did not wish her to interpret any offensive meaning from his request.
She was startled, but more eager to learn the matter regarding her brother. She could not agree rashly and place herself in possible danger. The English are not to be trusted. She gave his request a lengthy thought, but her brother’s safety raised her concerns more. She studied the Englishman continuously, hoping to detect insincerity in his character. To her dismay, she found nothing to favour her doubts. His grey eyes possessed innocence and his face portrayed an unarguable concern. But even under this witness, she could not resolve her mind to heed to his request. ‘Jameel will be present too,’ he made clear, having read her hesitations accurately. ‘If not trust me, an outsider,’ Jameel repeats, but in Bengali, ‘then at least have faith in one of your own.’
She did not know why, but it was this – the Englishman’s last sentence – that formed her agreement. 
The condition that she decides the meeting place gave her great confidence. Public meeting place posed many dangers. She decided her to meet them at her present accommodating place. If she should be under any threat then at least help will be nearby. As the matter regarded her brother, she shall inform him too of this meeting.
‘No,’ Francis objected rather quickly. She understood that much English that Jameel did not have to translate. ‘Your brother must not be aware. Please,’ he willed her.
Her questioning look softened at length. It was another fleeting acceptance, in which her mind did not feel the necessity to predict the possible disadvantage of her bravery.
‘My brother spends most of his time in our old village,’ she informs the two men. ‘Anytime between two and four will suit.’ Her brother comes home for lunch at one, and then returns home at five for prayers. 
He and Jameel left immediately, while Nargis resumed her chores with a heavy heart. That night she could not sleep. Her brother’s welfare had her in great distress. What matter involved her brother that the Englishman needed to discuss? She had lost her parents already. She cannot bear to lose her brother.
The reason became clear the next day. It was approaching half-two. Her brother was safely out of the small apartment when they arrived promptly. It was an awkward setting. They sat opposite her, stealing glances at each other as they struggled to find the fuel, which could ignite mouth to erupt words. She felt rather self-conscious, holding securely the drape of her sari as it guarded her petite frame against their watchful study. A brief silence ensued between a conciliatory greeting and her eventual initiative to enquire the matter involving her brother.
‘Your marriage,’ Francis began. ‘Do you know who you’re marrying?’
Jameel found a slight discomfort in relaying the question, for it was not the usual custom for men to speak openly of these subjects with unrelated females. However, reclaiming his position as a mere interpreter, he helplessly overcame his modesty and translated promptly. 
The voice was his, but the words were of the Englishman. Thus, she kept her gaze attached to the latter throughout. His acknowledgement of her marriage startled her. She wondered how and why the Englishman showed interest in her personal affairs. They waited patiently for her reply, but overcome by embarrassment, her mouth did not find the encouragement to speak. Her gaze lowered as mouth continued its struggle. Francis noticed the indicatory features to conclude her discomfort. His length of stay here has made him familiar to the customs here, but the current matter was not such that he could abide by them. He pleaded her to speak openly.
‘I thought you wish to discuss something about my brother?’ she asks, her voice small, her gaze lowered, clearly demonstrating her discomfort on the subject. 
The medium, through which her words traversed, obediently delivered her question to Francis. ‘So you are getting married,’ Francis confirmed, a little disheartened though did not understand the reason. ‘Do you know who you are marrying?’
She nodded.
‘And you are happy?’
She nodded again.
He thought a long while about her response.
‘If you can say no to this marriage,’ he asks, ‘would you say it?’
Her dark gaze lifts at him in astonishment. Girls did not have the liberty to decide whom they marry.
‘You are not happy,’ he states on her behalf. ‘Then why did you give your consent? Why did you agree your marriage with a man old enough to be your father?’
Her silence turned into a form of punishment to his eager ears. She sat still, eyes unable to meet anyone in the room, gradually welling up, and she began to feel even more embarrassed. She dared not blink lest she should squeeze her to escape. She was at a senseless age, lacking understanding to give any suitable reply. She was afraid and nervous, embarrassed and humiliated - by what or whom she could not tell. She feared to speak her mind. She feared to lose. She feared the truth. Her heart and mind was not one with the alliance her brother decided. 
The realisation detained her in such fear that she advised herself to remain silent, and not endanger her brother’s expectations. 
‘I have no right to interfere,’ the Englishman said in abating tones, ‘but you have the right to make decisions for yourself. You will do no wrong if you voice your refusal to marry the landlord. It is not your brother’s marriage - it is yours.’ 
His words were fresh to the ears of that sex who was accustomed to hearing the contrary. The rim of her lower lids had now surpassed its ability to collect her tears, giving way to a hushed cascade. 
‘Do you know how old your suitor is?’ he asks in an uprising of disgust, rising to his feet unable to sustain his anger. ‘Your brother wishes to get you married to a man whose widow you will most certainly become in just a few years should you marry him! Then what? Who will you marry next? It is not your happiness your brother seeks, but a form of financial recovery. It is not marriage, but an exchange, a selfish deal between your brother and that scheming landlord. Your brother wishes to rebuild a house on the foundation of your ruined prospects. Do not sell yourself at such despicable prices, and sacrifice your hopes for believing yourself fulfilling a sisterly duty.’
Jameel came to the end of his translation. This time he did not wait for the journalist to finish first before proceeding with his directed role. It appeared as if the journalist forgot the girl’s inability to understand the language and spoke freely without pause or indeed allowance for him to translate. 
Jameel’s mouth moved, but she heard only the journalist’s voice. He spoke those words, but it was the journalist, who defined them. He was livid, but why for her sake? Why does he show compassion for her welfare?  
‘Why,’ she musters encouragement to ask, keeping her dark eyes fixed with his, ‘do you care so much about my future?’
Mouth opened, but spoke not. Eyes met hers, but answered not. Her question silenced him, and instead he wonders, unable to reach an answer to her question. 
Jameel waited rather impatiently to hear the journalist’s reply. He too wished to learn the reasons of the journalist’s interest. 
He looked astounded, nay, lost - he was lost. He was but a mere guest. Amongst them, he was but a stranger. Then why did he attach himself to another’s affair? And this strongly too that he should leave his place of living.
‘I don’t,’ he says at length, keeping his gaze fixed on her. ‘I don’t care.’
What else was she expecting to hear that she should look at him in contempt? 
He felt uneasy and irritated, at what or whom he could not decide. He could only ascertain that much that his interference will avail no consequence. Thus, he decides to leave. 
He nods to bid his leave, and she notices a faint disappointment in his eyes. She looked at endearingly at his concerns for her welfare, that there was one that sought her betterment. 
He turned away, and she felt as if he extinguished all her hopes.
He did not like the way matters ended. He sincerely hoped to convert her mind about this marriage. He leaves instead knowing he achieved nothing. 
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