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Prologue

Uganda, East Africa – 1967

It all began when we were driving out to the savannah one day on what turned out to be a magical occasion. Dad loved taking us out to see the wildlife and he used to show us the tracks made by zebras, leopards, lions, antelopes and other creatures. Suddenly, he stopped the car and signalled for us to be silent.

The next moment, a steady stream of elephants traipsed along in front of us – maybe a hundred, it seemed to me – kicking up dust clouds as the ground shook beneath them and the herd made its way into the bush. Only one last elephant remained, stopping right in front of us, in close proximity to the car bonnet. We gazed at this beautiful creature, hearts pounding in a mixture of both excitement and trepidation. My father felt we were too close, so he put the car in reverse, letting the car roll back silently before engaging the handbrake. We wondered what would happen next as we waited and waited.

‘What are we waiting for?’ my brother whispered. ‘All the others have long since disappeared. Why isn’t that one following?’

‘Shh,’ my father hissed. ‘Watch and wait.’

There was no obvious reason why Dad didn’t just drive round him. It wasn’t as if the road wasn’t wide enough, after all.

It must have been a good twenty minutes later when a mummy elephant appeared with a calf clutching her tail as they darted across the road in front of us. The elephant watching our car raised his trunk, trumpeted his thanks and calmly followed them.

To me, Dad was the cleverest man alive. He must have known the elephant was waiting for his family to join it. I was in awe. How did he know two more members of their large family had yet to follow?

Years later, I still think of that day. Dad, the elephant, the guardian of our family. Mum, the mother elephant. And me, the baby – lost, only to be rescued by a mother who would never have left me behind, let alone to my own fate.

~


Introduction

This book is for anyone who is ready to build their self-worth and sense of belonging. Through my life story, I hope to inspire you towards growing your worth. If my journey helps to restore even the smallest sense of belief that no matter what life throws at you, you’re valuable and loved, it’ll have been worthwhile.

During my life journey, my worth has been shaped by both negative and positive experiences, just like yours. The challenges:


	being abandoned by a roadside at birth

	dodging more bullets than I’d like to admit – and by this, I mean physical bullets, when escaping former President Idi Amin’s Uganda

	being of dual heritage: Asian–African

	growing up among those with the inherent prejudicial, judgmental notion that I’d turn out to commit the same deed as my birth mother by having a child out of wedlock

	my illegitimate status, with so-called dirty blood bringing potential dishonour on the family

	born female when males were so revered

	being a refugee from Uganda

	settling in a strange country

	the misery of an incurable skin condition, epidermolysis bullosa, the belief being that this was fatal

	suffering from systemic lupus erythematosus, an autoimmune condition, the belief being that I wouldn’t live long

	the loss of my adoptive parents



What I’ve gained from these experiences is the knowledge that we can all change our destinies and find our true purpose in life. The fact I’m still here despite the odds is testament to this fact.

My ‘destiny’ at birth was certain death at the hands of another. Just because there was a belief that I wouldn’t survive, it didn’t mean it had to be my reality. When the voices of doom said I was going to die and that it wouldn’t be possible to go to university, hold down a career, become a mother, I still never gave up on my dreams and aspirations. My life didn’t have to head in the direction they were suggesting. Destiny, the Divine, angelic forces, call it what you will; fortunately for me, the way my life was mapped out by others wasn’t my reality. It wasn’t meant to be. Whatever people said my destiny was, it didn’t happen. So with this in mind, the knowledge that we can all change our destinies is so incredibly powerful. And you can hold on to that knowledge that you can change, too.

To heal me from my agonizing skin condition, epidermolysis bullosa, my parents sought the advice of gurus, who said I wouldn’t live to be a teenager. Imagine their anguish and desperation on hearing this. A parent should never have to have to think of burying or cremating their child – it just isn’t the natural order of things.

This book deals with the emotional erosion of self-worth that conditions like these can bring – and how I found my own way through it. I now live a full life with a daughter of my own and a career as a social worker helping children – but I spent many years in the margins not knowing who I was, or what my values were. Throughout this book, I use the word ‘mum’ when I’m referring to my adoptive mum and ‘birth mother’ to signify my biological mother.

I understand what it is to be displaced and I know first-hand the prejudice that often comes with it. I was rejected by some in the Indian community in which I grew up in Uganda because I’m illegitimate and dark-skinned. As a girl and then a woman, my Indian culture sought to control every interaction I had. I was set apart because of my illnesses, shunned and bullied at school. I had to learn how to discern true friendship from false, to gather strength on the inside rather than seek others’ approval. These challenges have given me a strength that I share with you so you, too, can nurture your worth, which is your birthright. Not only that, but wrapped within my own story are also those of others whose courage, belief and strength are equally remarkable.

My journey to worth is very much a spiritual one – one that led me to walk away from traditional religions, instead bringing me a personal relationship with the Divine and my guardian angel. Angels have protected me every step of the way and whenever I’ve faltered on my path, I know they’ve helped my sense of worth to grow.

My aim is to show you that no matter who you are, what pain you’re in or what you feel inside, you’re a human being worthy of love.

~


CHAPTER 1

Wild Imaginings

‘No, please don’t. I beg of you, please don’t.’ The young woman lifted herself off her bed, wincing in pain. She tried to wipe her tears in a futile attempt to see better. ‘Please don’t kill my baby – please, look… I’ve suckled her for two days. She’s so innocent, so helpless. Can’t you see – she needs me.’ She clutched her elderly aunt’s arm and tried to snatch the baby from her aunt’s arms. ‘Look, we’ll go away… far away from here. No one needs to know I’ve had her. No one. I promise you – no disgrace will be brought to this family….’

A stinging slap across the cheek silenced her pleas.

‘You’ve already disgraced us,’ her aunt spat. Another slap followed. ‘You’ve acted like the prostitute you are. Now, you shall bear the consequences of your shameful behaviour. Death is the only outcome for that bastard child of yours.’

The young woman caught the eye of the elderly servant, Edgar, who had witnessed the scene. Mutely, she pleaded with him, appealing for him to come to her aid. An unspoken message passed between them – the child wouldn’t be harmed.

The aunt turned and looked coldly at her niece.

‘Things didn’t have to end this way. Blame this shameless hussy. My poor sister, God rest her soul…. She’d be turning in her grave with a daughter like this.’

Anger spilt over and the aunt landed blow after blow on her niece.

‘Thank God my sister didn’t live to witness this, you cursed witch,’ she hissed. ‘First, you killed her in childbirth. It should have been you who died! Then we wouldn’t have had to see this day. I swear, if my sister were alive now, she’d surely have died from the shame you’ve brought upon us.

‘I demand that you take her now and dispose of her in the river, Edgar. Get her out of my sight this instant. I can’t face seeing her a moment longer.’

‘Forgive me, madam,’ Edgar said, intervening, ‘but I must insist you have a little heart. She’s suffered enough. And she’ll suffer for the rest of her life, knowing her baby will surely die with what you’re asking me to do. Let her at least hold the child one last time.’

The young woman rained kisses on her baby’s face, rocking her, clasping her tightly. The aunt looked at her niece and a deep weariness took over.

Edgar bent to my birth mother. ‘Pass me the baby, miss, for we must leave now. The longer this takes, the harder it’ll be. It’s best to give her to me now. Prolonging the inevitable won’t help anyone.’

The young woman didn’t plead, didn’t cry, merely followed his softly spoken command.

‘Her name is Fatima, Edgar – it’s Fatima.’ She spoke with conviction, looking at her aunt defiantly before averting her gaze.

Edgar walked away slowly, the young woman’s baby in his arms.

‘Edgar. Don’t even think about defying me.’

The older woman blocked his path, searching his face for any clues that he might disobey her order. Then, with a sigh, she moved aside – the large sum of money he’d been given would ensure compliance.

Sending a silent prayer that the baby would remain asleep, Edgar stepped from the house and hailed a passing driver, who agreed to give him a lift. Edgar sank gratefully into the air-conditioned coolness of the car.

Well before they neared town, Edgar asked the driver to pull over, not wanting to encounter anyone who might remember him. The car disappeared into the distance, leaving the road in darkness, not another soul in sight.

Turning, Edgar noticed a box by the roadside, the promise of fruit luring him forwards, knowing how in Africa it’s customary for weary, hungry drivers to stop and buy fruit and vegetables. Only, when he lifted the lid, he found it empty, giving him an idea. After gently lowering the sleeping baby inside, he closed the lid, said a silent prayer and walked away. Fatima’s fate was now very much in God’s hands. If He wanted her to live, she would. If not, then she’d die.

Figuring she was now God’s responsibility and no longer his, Edgar continued his journey on foot towards town. His family would be surprised but delighted to see him.

In the box, the baby stirred.

[image: image]

‘So there I was, on my way home from work, hungry and in need of sustenance. But why that particular box, I’ll never know. I tell you – the Almighty works in mysterious ways. Mysterious ways, I tell you…’.

Mrs Owaza sighed wearily as she started clearing away the plates. She’d heard the story a million times since her husband had happened on that baby. Indeed, he’d even taken copies of the article in the newspaper that had been released with the headline ‘Man Rescues Abandoned Baby Girl’.

There was a paragraph beneath a photo of a solemn-looking Mr Owaza with a baby in his arms. You couldn’t exactly say her husband was gazing into the baby’s eyes – judging by the pose, he seemed more interested in looking into the camera. Mrs Owaza snorted at his seeming disinterest in the baby in favour of his own appearance.

Mr Owaza frowned. Why was it, he thought despondently, that when the whole world was holding him up as a hero, his own family had no such regard for him? Even the children disappeared as soon as he started to tell the story of how God had meant him to feel hungry even though he’d eaten earlier. How he’d passed so many boxes that must have been overflowing with the most delicious fruits. How he’d been drawn to this one particular crate of fruit, curiosity having led him to lift the lid of this solitary box to see what was inside.

He’d found a sleeping child wrapped in a pink cotton sheet. Imagine! Mr Owaza then went on to tell the newspaper that he’d had an argument with the farmer who’d appeared out of nowhere to sell him his fruit.

The farmer had accused him – a respected, moral, upstanding member of society – of trying to foist his unwanted offspring on him. The farmer told him that his child would be better off staying with Mr Owaza, as he already had seven mouths to feed and he certainly wasn’t going to bring up another one.

‘Look at me,’ Mr Owaza had cried indignantly. ‘Does this look like my baby?’ He placed his hand against the baby’s face. ‘Light,’ he said, referring to the colour of the baby’s skin. Then he waved his own hand. ‘Dark!’

‘All babies are light-skinned when they’re born,’ said the farmer, unperturbed. ‘I’m just letting you know, sir, that I wasn’t born yesterday. You people, with your fancy suits and fine cars – you’re the worst, carrying on behind your wives’ backs. Taking a lady friend, having an affair with this woman or that woman and then finding yourself in trouble. I’ve seen it all before.’

The farmer began to pack up his fruit, ignoring the offended Mr Owaza, who stamped his foot in rage.

‘This is not my baby, you imbecile. I stopped for some fruit and merely looked in the box!’

The farmer started heading in the direction of the bush.

‘It’ll be dark soon. Just leave it there and the hyenas will get rid of it…’. He turned and looked slyly at Mr Owaza. ‘If that baby isn’t yours, sir, then walk away. It’s neither your business, nor mine.’

Mr Owaza’s disbelief and curses only made the farmer laugh more, after which he disappeared as swiftly as he’d materialized.

‘What could I do?’ Mr Owaza looked imploringly at his audience. ‘I’m a man – a simple man. I’m also a Christian – a God-fearing one at that.’

Murmurs of approval were heard along with cries of ‘Hear, hear…’.

‘Well, God had led me there and so I had to fulfil my calling,’ Mr Owaza continued. ‘I picked up the box. That baby was wailing. The sound went through me. I tell you – it went through me. But I did my duty and I took her to the police station, where I told them what had happened. They took her to hospital.

‘My God-given task was complete!’ He looked upwards. ‘I’ll always be honoured that I was chosen. I’ll always be honoured, I tell you… Have you seen my photo in the newspaper? Look at this one. I had it framed…’.

‘Anybody for dessert?’ Mrs Owaza said, laying bowls on the table as Mr Owaza’s story ended abruptly, the guests turning away from her husband in anticipation of the delicious sweets on offer, his story forgotten.

There were times, though, when Mr Owaza pondered what had happened to the baby. He knew she’d been taken in by an Asian couple, though he wondered if he’d ever get to see her again and imagined another framed newspaper cutting years later: ‘Hero Thanked by Girl he Rescued.’

So here I am, that little rescued girl. I’ve never met my rescuer, but I’ve entertained so many scenarios about how I came to be on that roadside. Many of us do – those of us foundlings who were discovered on hillsides, riverbanks, or on the doorsteps of hospitals, churches, temples. Those who were left behind, with no birth mother coming to claim them. That rejection, that knowing that I was left to die or be found, though, fired my imagination. Every scrap of gossip surrounding my discovery was retained in my memory. Together with the newspaper cutting and adoption paperwork carefully kept in a file by my adoptive father – which is all I have – it fuelled a new scenario. It’s amazing what you conjure in your head with so little to go on. It’s a way of making sense of all the disjointed information as you piece together the few facts and many fictions.

I’ve always loved books, stories and daydreaming. While I was chided by teachers and my parents for not paying attention because I was lost in a dreamworld, I believe that the daydreams and stories I interwove helped me to keep a sense of my self-worth. I’d laugh aloud at some of the stories I made up and that laughter helped to alleviate the feelings of rejection, confusion or pain. The stories helped me to protect my sense of worth, as they gave me permission to explore a situation that was impossible for a child’s mind to process and fully understand.

In these stories in my head, my birth mother was always young and vulnerable. She had an affair with a man her parents disliked; she was from a rich family or a poor family. She always wanted to keep me, but society wouldn’t let her.

When we started living in England, my mum, my siblings and I were always on the lookout for bargains because we were existing on income support at the time. On Saturday mornings we’d eat the last of the week’s food – my favourite packet minestrone soup with bread and butter – and take a trip to the jumble sale at the local church, then in the afternoon we’d go food shopping. The jumble sales were outings we looked forward to, but we sensed how our poverty hurt our mum.

If we ever went to a high street clothes shop to look around, we knew we’d never be able to afford to buy anything. Whenever my siblings and I announced that one day we’d have the money to buy this or that, Mum would say, ‘One day when you’re all working, you’ll be able to afford it.’

I’d dismissed that idea in a flash – there was no way I was going to wait around for years until I was old enough to work. I’d wanted us to be rescued now. And so, in my daydream, my birth mother would suddenly turn up and envelop me in her arms. Then she’d profess how sorry she was and that she’d never wanted to get rid of me. And about how she’d discovered I was now living in England and she’d come to get me. But then I’d insist she had to take my family with her, too, because they were my family, as well.

In my mind, my birth mum would agree. It turned out she was a queen and she’d sweep us all into her palace, meaning my adoptive mum would share in all the riches she’d strived so hard for. Well, at least that’s the fairy-tale ending that a subconscious part of me never stopped yearning for. For no matter how loving your adoptive family is, the dream is forever with you – an archive of footage you’ve created with your imagination that can bear multiple replays and rewrites.

It was these daydreams that helped to build my sense of worth, making me believe that I’d get there one day. By get there, I mean that I wished for a time when I could have enough money to buy new clothes from a shop rather than a jumble sale. Get there meant never feeling short of money. I needed to have that hope, to know that I could reach a point where I could walk into a shop one day and buy something new, or at least have enough money not to have to struggle to buy food. My musings also protected me from feeling ashamed about my second-hand clothes, having quickly learned that if I said I got whatever I was wearing at a jumble sale, people would look at me with a mixture of shock or pity. I’d also learned to pretend that I hadn’t noticed the looks exchanged and instead encouraged them to go to jumble sales to see what bargains they could pick up, too!

Of course, deep down, I knew there would be no magical rescue, but I allowed myself my daydreams because they lifted my soul. I didn’t know it then, but now I see that those fantasies were actually wishes being manifested for my future life. Today, those desires for financial security, for having the means to buy new clothes and shoes, have definitely come true – and so much more besides.

Perhaps adopted children born after me dream less about their imagined birth families because they’re now given that information in a Life Story – a book that contains photographs of their life prior to the adoption, along with details of their birth. A Later Life Letter written by the child’s social worker is also given to the child’s adoptive parents, which details the circumstances surrounding the adoption – in short, stating what led to the child being adopted.

The Later Life Letter is passed to children by adoptive parents when they’re ready emotionally to have the questions about their past answered, should they choose to know the facts. This is invariably when they start asking questions about their past, which is how you recognize they may be more receptive to learning more about their background, otherwise known as their life experience. It’s a full background history right up to the point of adoption, so the child is not left with unanswered questions. But for me, during the 1960s and 70s, all I had were my stories to make up a background – my imagination, which formed a cloak of protection around my fragile sense of identity.

Locals who reportedly knew my family used to say that my birth mother was a mystery woman who’d turned up on the outskirts of our small town of Kabale, in south-west Uganda, along with her aunt and brother. She’d told no one of her pregnancy, keeping it secret from everyone, her burka concealing the growing bump. So when they disappeared and I turned up a couple of days later, they all made the assumption that I could only have come from this family.

Back then, it was normal for the local Asian women who formed part of my mum’s friendship group to get together at each other’s houses for tea a few times a week. The mystery woman and her aunt attended these gatherings but rarely talked about themselves, and the woman they believed was my birth mother never spoke at all, keeping herself to herself. After several months, the aunt and the mystery woman, as well as her brother, suddenly disappeared. They didn’t say they were leaving, never mind where they were going, and they never mentioned where they were from. It was all very strange.

I was told that I was found on the roadside a day or so after their departure, so the whole town started surmising that the young mystery woman must have been pregnant, given birth to me in secret and abandoned me before vanishing. It was said the woman was Muslim and some told me my real name was Fatima, not Bharti as I’m now known, meaning that I might be a Muslim by birth.

Apparently, a servant was asked to throw me in the nearest dam. He was given a huge amount of money to drown me, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do that to a defenceless baby. In the end, he decided to place me in a box and leave me on the roadside, which is the story I’ve shared with you in this book.

According to other sources, my birth father was a servant at my birth mother’s house and he’d got her pregnant. He was immediately sacked and the family subsequently moved. It was only when my discovery was reported in the newspaper that he realized that the abandoned baby was his. He told the judge that he wanted to keep me, but questions were raised as to why he’d not come forwards sooner, as I was seven months old by then. By then, my parents were about to adopt me, so he’d demanded hundreds of thousands of shillings in compensation – which the judge denied: if he’d wanted me and cared about me, he wouldn’t have asked for money.

This resonates with a psychic reading I later had with a guru, who told me that my birth father’s anger at not being able to claim me had led him to curse both my adoptive parents and myself, creating negative karma. The guru said that my birth father wished my adoptive mum and dad to suffer greatly for having kept me. And he’d cursed me by giving me this illness (epidermolysis bullosa), knowing that there can be no greater suffering for a parent than to see their child debilitated by constant pain and then to die. The guru explained that my birth father had also wanted my adoptive father to suffer financially (I guess that was because my birth father hadn’t been paid anything when he’d asked the court for the money before granting or allowing the adoption). It therefore seemed that he’d achieved this, too, as my adoptive dad forked out a fortune in order to find a cure for me.

I don’t know how these stories came about. Whenever I asked people how they knew these tales, no one would commit. They’d all be subject to rumour and gossip, the individuals concerned having just heard it somewhere or other. To my frustration, no further explanation was ever given.

I wove a tapestry of stories around my conception, birth and abandonment. I tried to fill the many gaps in my background with imagined scenarios because even to this day I don’t have anything like a full account. I just have the police report and adoption papers, which my parents kept and which I came across when I was around seven years old in 1967, and then again this year, 2020. It states that on 5 September 1960, I was discovered alive in a box at only a couple of days old. Apparently, I was looked after at the hospital for two weeks or so, at which point hospital authorities advised that unless I received a mother’s nurture, I probably wouldn’t survive.

According to the report, attempts were made by police to trace the mother of the infant – me – but without success. It’s thought that an Asian woman came from the Masaka area to Kabale specially to have the child and that on her return journey she abandoned it. Now, the police file has been closed, as the general consensus is that no good purpose can be served by continuing with enquiries.

Even after my adoptive father died, my adoptive mother still refused to tell me anything about my origins, often skirting the issue. I couldn’t understand why I hadn’t been told about my adoption and for some reason, as a teenager, I determined to have this discussion with her. I felt angry when random people said we weren’t related. My adoptive parents always saw me as being part of their family completely, not believing or treating me any differently, so to them it wasn’t an issue. Yet, it had led to all sorts of issues in school for me. It was something I needed to understand.

At the time, I related an experience I’d had as a young child to my mum, in which I remembered seeing a strange man standing outside our veranda, holding a machete. I’d seen him before and I recalled feeling a sense of shock at that revelation. I’d first seen him in the street, when my sister Anju and I had been walking to our first primary school. He was wearing faded khaki shorts and a khaki jacket – the type of outfit hunters wore. Only this man wasn’t dressed like the foresters who carried machetes to cut down the bush. Or like the gardeners who carried their scythes from house to house – we didn’t have lawnmowers then. This man had walked alongside us, not right next to us, and he’d stared straight at me.

While I felt curious at the time, I didn’t think about him again until we came out of school later that day. But then he came back another day, once again watching me from a distance. Only that time he followed us until we were nearly home. I remember turning round and found myself giving him a smile. He bared his teeth at me in a snarl or grimace and disappeared. I had a very bad feeling and I knew I needed to stay away from him.

And then he’d reappeared on our veranda.

Mum looked visibly shocked when I told her, and while she encouraged me to speak all those years later, it seemed she almost didn’t want to know more.

‘I saw him coming through the gate onto the veranda while you and Dad were having a siesta. Two of the servants went up to him and I could hear them talking to him in low voices. It was like they were warning him off.

‘One of the servants pointed at me and then the man took a step towards me. He still had the machete in his hand. The servants stood right in front of me, blocking his way so he couldn’t get any closer.

‘And then just as soon as he’d come, he went. Just vanished back into the street.’

‘Why didn’t you tell us at the time?’ Mum was pale, all vestige of colour having drained from her face.

‘Because I didn’t think it was important, Mummyji.’

There were tears in her eyes. ‘But that was very important. Something could have happened to you.’

‘What could possibly have happened to me? Who was he, Mummyji?’

‘You don’t need to know.’

Mum’s reaction made me feel she knew more than she was letting on, so I asked, ‘Do you think he was my birth father?’

It was clear this wasn’t just a strange man and that this was something significant. There was clearly a lot more to it, but then she wouldn’t talk about it.

She turned away. ‘Why bother with such questions? We’re in England now and those days are behind us.’

I wanted to persist with my line of questioning, but she looked so shaken and distraught that I couldn’t bear to put her through it and ask again. I had to surmise that the man was indeed my birth father.

The flashback of the strange man suddenly emerging from my memory bank felt significant – as if there was a reason for me not to have mentioned it to Mum all those years back when I was five or six years old. But she never spoke of it again. One thing Mum did later confirm, though, was the tale of my birth father attending my adoption hearing. At the time, the story was a rumour I’d heard from other children and relatives, but at least now I knew it to be true. The fact that Mum was shaken when we’d spoken about the stranger, along with the account of my birth father’s appearance in court, makes me believe that the unknown visitor with the machete was actually my birth father. This was my only experience of him and I was never to see or hear of him again.

I’ve often pleaded with anyone who’d heard a rumour, a whisper, or had a snippet of information to tell me something of what they knew, in the hope that this version at least would be the truth. I’ve literally begged people for more details, but each time, nobody professed to know anything, effectively shutting me out. Even my mother’s best friend, Surinder Auntyji, couldn’t tell me anything, having made a promise to my mother many years beforehand – a confidence she wasn’t willing to break. Left with no other choice, given no one would speak to me, I resolved to live with my imagination.

What I do know is that Divine intervention was surely at work in that I survived. That took some kind of miracle, in that it was highly unlikely a driver would pull off the road for just one box of fruit. If you saw just one box on its own, you’d most likely assume that it contained fruit that had been rejected or that it was empty and not bother to stop. You’d normally drive on until you came to a pile of boxes, as that denoted a choice of fruits.

But then I may never have been rescued. Or I’d have been found when it was too late – after I’d died from dehydration or hunger. Leopards, hyenas and wild animals would have prowled around and, as scavengers, they’d surely have attacked. I often wonder how abandoned children come to be found. What leads people to discover them? And why them in particular? You read about people who have been found, but what led that person to that exact place?

As to my own background, how did Edgar know to place me there? And what possessed Mr Ozawa to stop when most would have driven past? How was Mr Ozawa guided to find me in such a remote area? What made me silent when I needed to protect myself? How did I manage to stay alive when the odds were against me? How was it that a snake didn’t bite me? Was there Divine intervention at hand? The only real explanation? I must have been protected by my guardian angel. Maybe angels had formed a circle around my box, setting up a force field that no animal could penetrate.

While my mum refused to tell me about my origins, when I became a teenager, she did tell me about an extraordinary experience she’d had concerning my adoption. And on this, I do believe every word, because she had absolute faith in the incredible spiritual message that led me into my parents’ care.

My parents already had one child, a boy, and Mum was seven months pregnant at the time with my sister, Anju. My mum told me that she started dreaming about me when she became pregnant. She told me that my father would tell her it was all in her imagination, that she was only dreaming of me because of the baby she was already carrying. But, somehow, she knew he was wrong. For in her heart, she just knew that the one she was dreaming about wasn’t the one she was expecting – it was me.

She’d explain that my dad was an educated man and that he thought her foolish and fanciful…. But that wasn’t the case – she wasn’t either of those things. The dreams became more frequent, more intense. And then the goddess Lakshmi began appearing in these dreams, telling my mother about me.

No matter how many times I was told the story of my adoption, I was always fascinated to hear it – of how Goddess Lakshmi had appeared to my mum in a dream to announce my arrival, her most vivid dream yet. Known to lead one to one’s goals, the goddess presented an image to Mum of my mum running down a hospital corridor. She told her
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