

  [image: cover]



  


  


  


  


  


  


  The Secret Children


  


  


  ALISON McQUEEN


  


  


  


  


  


  [image: ]


  



  


  


  


  


  


  For Mary


  


  


  Tell me the stories about India. The names of all the places you have told me of so many times that I have forgotten. Tell me about being taken by bearers to see the circus,
  carried high above their heads with the way lit by lanterns. Tell me about the man who would come to the gates with his dancing bear. And the woman with her baskets of coloured glass bangles, and
  how they would always be broken, eventually. Tell me about your mother. Sad and silent with silver bells on her ankles, and how she used to cry. Tell me about the nights you would get into bed with
  your sister when the two of you were sent away, and how you would stay there during the holidays as the other children left for home, one by one. Tell me the stories that were told to you. The
  brothers who eat their sister after discovering the sweetness of her blood, the reeds that whisper her name, and the sadness of the song from those which are cut to play. Tell me the stories again.
  I promise I will remember.
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  Oxfordshire, England, 2006


  The cold, persistent drizzle of the early English summer seemed fitting for such a tiny cloud of mourners. Silently they stood, not even a half-dozen in their numbers, waiting
  for the remains of the day. Caitlin, sombre black coat drawn high around pale cheeks to shield swollen eyes, helped her ageing relative along the uneven path that wound its way between the
  gravestones set uniformly along this green hillside so far away from home. Slowly they walked, surveying the curtained silence of the recently dead, Caitlins reluctant whisper hanging heavy
  on the damp air.


  Im sorry about the phone call, Aunty. I should never have asked.


  Its all right. You have nothing to apologise for. You can ask me anything you want to, although I am not sure whether I shall have the answers.


  Caitlin fell silent for a moment, then could no longer help herself. She never told us anything. Never spoke of her life. It was as though she never existed before Daddy came
  along. Her head dropped. I had so many questions, so many things I wanted to know. Ever since Daddy died, all she did was cry all the time and blame everyone around her. There was no
  comforting her, no matter how I tried. Then she got sick. And now its too late.


  The old woman halted and looked Caitlin directly in the eye. You have to understand how difficult it was for her.


  Although her sight was failing her, there was not a single moment of almost four score years that Mary did not remember with perfect clarity; even those parts she might have wished to forget.
  Carefully she regarded Caitlin, almost middle-aged now, bereft in her loss. She wished that she could ease her nieces suffering. It was a childs right to know their heritage. Yet
  there was nothing to be done.


  You mustnt be cross with her. Mary forced a tender smile. Try to think of your mother kindly. For her, it was the only way.


  I dont understand. Caitlin shook her head.


  We can only do the best we can, her aunt said softly. And life is not always easy.


  Caitlin sensed that she had said enough. With a resigned squeeze of her hand, they continued slowly along the wet path, a carpet of smooth pebbles shining beneath their feet, finally coming to
  rest beside the few floral offerings laid out beneath a small plaque carrying the name Serafina Carlisle. They paused to look at the wind-chilled blooms, delicate and vulnerable heads
  nodding rhythmically against the spattering raindrops.


  Caitlin bent down to read aloud one of the tribute cards, a bland sentence from some distant friend of her father whose name she had not heard for many years, but the words caught in her throat
  and were lost to the biting wind. She cried small tears that fell freely like pearls, accepting frail comfort from her only aunt. Mary took Caitlins arm and led her gently towards the lone
  bench set into the path beside an ancient yew, a single low bough spreading its shelter above them. Ignoring the small pools of water gathered on the drenched slats, she bade her niece to sit
  before taking the place beside her. With tiny brown hands flecked with the hallmarks of old age, she took a handkerchief from her handbag, and remembered a promise she had made a long time ago.


  Not for as long as we both shall live.
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  The colours that fall across the landscape of this remote northeastern corner of India are hewn from a different light. Go there and you will see. The eternal blue of the
  verdant hills sweeps up to meet mountains afloat on a sea of clouds, skimming the edges of the deep valley clefts, their gorges thick with wild green jungle.


  The early mists linger across the highest peaks, where, for a while, it is impossible to tell where the land ends and the sky begins. An eerie silence settles in with the heavy moistness that
  hangs on the air, dampening the skin, raising the hairs on the arms. The sun is slow to rise and cast its unhurried warmth upon the ground, sweeping away the fragile dew, revealing the colourful
  saris that pick their way along the high terraces, filling the baskets slung behind their heads with the leaves once prized for their healing properties, now cultivated for the silver-lined caddies
  of the white man.


  As far as the eye can see, emerald tea gardens cling to the hillsides, mile upon mile of undulating curves, hugging the steep slopes like moss on an aged stone, paths zigzagging through the
  low-slung shrubs, cushioning the landscape in miniature green clouds, arid silver trunks reaching gnarled tentacles down into the hardened ground. Perhaps, had it not been for the indigenous
  Camellia sinensis assamica discovered growing in its hidden hills a century before, the British might have left it well alone, this unforgiving, ungovernable place of ancient dynasties and
  tribal feuds where rulers come and go. There is no place like it on Gods earth.


  Some took these distant lands to their hearts and made them their own, their families becoming inextricably entwined with the jewel in their kings crown. This is the way it had been for
  James Macdonald, son of the most eminent surgeon in Indias Doon valley, born of these lands, thousands of miles from the Scottish shores that had spawned his father. A tall, thickset man
  with jet-black hair slicked into daily submission with a curt application of brilliantine, James Macdonald was among the first generation of Britishers delivered on Indias burning soil.
  Every shred of his fabric had invisibly absorbed the intricacies of the British stronghold coiled around Indias throat. Raised as a son of the Empire, justly moulded to take up his mantle as
  colonial overlord, his tongue moved easily between the language of the kings and the song of the natives. His skin, where exposed, had been baked by the sun into a permanent olive hue, deepening
  his robust features, lending his heavy brow a guarded impression of intensity. There was never any question that he would stay, and never any sense that he belonged either here or anywhere else.
  Any number of men would have given their eye teeth for such a birthright, to be able to stake their claim and rule their own fate with only the barest minimum of interference. For James, it was
  just the way things were, his prescribed destiny.


  The remote solitude of the plantation pleased James well enough, his temperament neither fire nor water, his predisposition towards introversion perfectly matched to the harmonious ebb and flow
  of the passing seasons, his sense of detachment somehow less ill-suited to this secluded region far from the bustle of the overrun conurbations. It had been a relief to loosen the ties to his
  familys influence and to shift eastwards, away from the tiresome expectations, away from the dull, predictable introductions to the well-bred young women who came to the dances at the
  clubhouses, dispatched to the colonies like brood mares to provide wifely stock for those men who had not the time nor the inclination to return to England in search of a suitable match.


  That Jamess family had wished him to take a wife before he broke away from the fold could not have been made more plain, but his heart had not been in it, his mind cast firmly on the
  plans and ambitions of every young man who had yet to make his mark, to find his own place in the grand order of things, to savour the freedoms for which every son yearns before being enveloped by
  the burden of anticipation bestowed upon him by hopeful parents.


  James had had no need of a wife, his vitality in no rush to see itself extinguished by an early marriage to a wide-eyed English girl who would serve only to remind him of the rigidities of his
  upbringing before producing a litter of children, the new generation under whom India would serve. Still two years from his thirtieth birthday, he entertained that he had plenty of time to consider
  his future. Yet the gradual insistence of his stirring loneliness drew sighs from the emptiness when he least expected it, riding out to survey the high terraces, inspecting the yields, overseeing
  the tree clearance for the planned expansion to the south, his thoughts all the while nudging him inexorably towards the deep cravings that plagued his every hour.


  There were places a man could go to when his yearnings became too much. Remote shacks where women waited with painted faces and beckoning smiles. James had availed himself of such pleasures
  before, certainly, but he had been younger and more foolish then, and had quickly found that there was no companionship to be had in the brief embrace of a sacrificial lamb.


  That a man must have a woman is as basic as his need for water or air, and there were no laws in this lonely province to rub against natures grain. Here was a place where a man could
  satisfy his every desire without question or consequence.


  Of those precious commodities that the white man came to steal away, among the tea, the oil, the rich seams of coal and the rubies that lay hidden deep within the dry red earth, were other
  prizes, far away from the prying eyes of convention, of which few spoke except in hushed whispers. It would be an honour for any woman to be so chosen, to be permitted to serve her purpose unto one
  man and one man only. She must be grateful, for she had been born female, to live a hapless, passive life, and would never amount to anything until she became a mans possession.


  The arrangement had been made at his own request, when the long nights began to stretch too far ahead, that a girl be found to satisfy his restlessness, that she be clean and pure, fair of face,
  and untroublesome of nature.


  He was not the first to have done so, and, most certainly, he would not be the last.


  Perhaps Sahib should take an orphan girl, advised the old, bone-dry widow who lived on the outskirts of the ramshackle village nearby, spinning marriages for
  anyone who could afford her services, acting as an unofficial go-between for those who did not have the required connections. Her age and position excused her from the usual proprieties that
  prevented open talk from a woman on such matters.


  The old woman eyed the man sitting in front of her, cross-legged on the floor, the small stone slab between them providing a low table on which their cups were set. Of course, she realised
  exactly who he was. She knew everything that happened here, and the whereabouts of every man not yet married. She watched the steam rise from his tea, curling in front of her intriguing new
  customers face, and smiled a shrewd smile.


  For an orphan girl will be most honoured by your masters attentions and is bound to show her gratitude, and there can be no complications from her family if she has none.
  Yes, she nodded in firm agreement with herself, I think this would be a good match indeed. Just leave it to me.


  Shiva was not to be fooled and sat calmly, his slender face set with the same expressionless pose he had seen his master adopt when dealing with an adversary. For the past three years and two
  months, Shiva had attended to Jamess every daily need, from his morning tea to the turning-down of his bed at night. The Sahib had arrived from the new plantations in the north-west,
  bringing no wife with him. It was only natural that he should wish for companionship, and Shiva was determined to serve his master well. Shiva was comfortably settled, white cotton lungi tucked
  beneath him. This was a delicate transaction that would require great patience, and he had arrived at the matchmakers decrepit house well prepared for the long, tedious negotiations that
  would be an inevitable part of the deal. He had not liked the woman from the first moment he stepped over the threshold into her grubby home. She was ugly, both of face and of manner, and her house
  carried the foul smell of must and stale bread. He looked around at the crumbling walls, bare bricks of red earth baked into hard loaves by the sun. His voice, steady and melodious, betrayed
  nothing of his sentiments.


  And see my master fobbed off with a filthy street urchin you picked up from the gutter for nothing? Would a wise man buy a cow without knowing the stock from which it had come, only to
  watch it die of disease and then wonder why? Shiva set his pale hazel eyes upon her. You must think me no better than an idiot. Perhaps we should not do business today. I had heard
  that you were a reliable matchmaker. Now I see that you are just a sly old crone looking to take advantage of a man you must consider a fool.


  Of course not. She bowed to him. I merely raise the suggestion so that your master may consider all the options. This is not an easy matter. It will take great skill to find
  the right girl. Then, of course, there will be the delicate issue of dealing with the family. They will expect to be properly compensated, and not everyone is in such a hurry to rid themselves of
  their daughters, you know. She took a noisy gulp from her tea and allowed him a little time to properly absorb the difficulties facing her. Shiva took no notice, knowing very well that this
  was just another one of her tricks to raise her price. If your master can afford to be so choosy, then of course he will have to pay a little more. You are an educated man. He ignored
  the smile that crept across her face, her words lying somewhere between a compliment and a slight. You must know that there are stories that travel among the people far out into the fields
  and villages. Even the poorest family may think twice before sending their daughter into the clutches of a white planter.


  I doubt that very much, said Shiva curtly, sniffing his disdain as the murky aroma of filth reached his nostrils again.


  Then you do not know? The old womans eyes sparkled. They are frightened to death of them! I will have to use all my powers of persuasion to tempt the girl away from
  the simple life that she knows. She drew a protracted breath and shook her head with amusement. Ah, perhaps you are right. We should not do business today. I think that this will be
  far more effort to me than it is worth. I should not be worrying about such things at my age. She dropped her eyes from Shiva, as though having lost interest. I will stick to my usual
  village customers, and you may take my compliments and apologies to your master.


  Shiva did not move from his place, refusing to rise to her mischief, knowing that it was merely a matter of money.


  The Sahib is a good man, he reminded her, although he knew very well that this would be of no concern to her at all. The girl will be well looked after and she will have
  nothing to fear from him. You will find a suitable choice, but not from the hill tribes. That will only cause trouble. The old woman nodded in small agreement. And she must have a
  fine nose, not a great hook like a fish eagle, and her eyes must not be too slanted. Shiva imagined that he knew the Sahib well enough to gauge his preferences in matters of beauty. He had
  seen, on rare occasion, the type of face or figure that might catch his masters attentions for a few fleeting moments. The Sahib did not even glance at any woman who held a hint of Tibetan
  appearance. Nor did he care for those with overly large features, or the field workers with their ripe hips and rough hands. And my master will have to see and approve her before the
  transaction is completed.


  What? You ask too much! The old widow yanked the short woollen shawl around her shoulders in irritation. Am I expected to search miles of jungle for this wretch, bargain
  with her family, feed her, clean her and bring her all the way back for nothing? And what am I to do with her if your master says no?


  Of course, you will have expenses. Shiva placed a cloth pouch tied with a reed on the table between them. She took it, peered inside, raised her eyebrows momentarily and settled
  with a small gesture of her hand. But choose carefully, old woman. You are dealing with a man who will not accept anything less than perfection, so you can forget your usual notions of a
  quick sale and an easy meal. Be very particular, and you will be well rewarded. Shiva left the tea untouched. And one final condition. This is a private transaction. Is that
  understood? You are not to go gossiping with the village hags, and no one is to see her. This is nobody elses business.


  The old woman smiled slightly, hiding her few teeth behind a wrinkled hand, and slid the pouch into the front of her choli. I think we understand one another very well, she
  said.


  Shiva bade the old woman goodbye and felt grateful for the fresh air outside.


  The old woman rose from her seat, her movements surprisingly nimble, and watched Shiva through the crack in the wooden door, waiting until he had disappeared along the rough track that cut
  through the thicket of trees before sliding into the shadows and taking the purse from her breast. She tipped its contents into her hand and smiled to herself, spreading the money over her palms.
  Returning one third of the coins to the pouch, she took the rest and buried them deep in the hard ground in the corner of her hovel, stabbing at the dirt with a kukri and covering the freshly dug
  grave with a grimy cooking pot. She would have no need for it now that she had enough money to buy her fill from the street traders for a very long time, and she congratulated herself for striking
  such a good bargain. Men were fools and made easy prey in matters of love. Had she been bargaining with a woman in need of a wife for her son, she would have been lucky to receive a tenth of the
  price. The old woman rewarded herself with a self-satisfied yawn, tucked the pouch back into her choli and settled herself on the floor to rest through the heat of the afternoon. After all,
  there was no need for her to rush. She already knew where the girl was to be found.
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  A handful of languid blue days passed before the old woman chose to make the journey to the homestead of her cousin  a rough shack set precariously on the ridge between
  the paddy fields his family tended some miles to the east. She rented a pair of donkeys, and one youth to tend them, from the donkey-keeper in the village, and set out shortly after sunrise to
  arrive in good time before the light seeped from the day.


  The communities around the paddy fields were not like those of the other villages, the houses spread far and wide, perched here and there on the rises of earth that delineated the flooded
  fields. She was greeted with suspicious courtesy by her poor cousin, until she handed him two shining coins, a large bag containing dried red lentils, and a small parcel filled with fresh spices,
  the cotton stained turmeric-yellow on one torn corner.


  You need not worry yourself that I have come to ask for your charity, the old woman said, accepting a small bowl of rice with a thin spoonful of yesterdays dhal from her
  cousins wife. I am here to pay my respects to you and to see your thriving sons. You can see that I am getting old now, so I must pay my visits while I still can. She smiled
  reassuringly and made much fuss of her cousins wife, the poor womans pinched face weary from the effort of daily life and much older than her years.


  I have never seen two finer young men! How proud you must be, knowing that they will bring you such happiness and good fortune. You must tell me when they are ready to take wives and I
  will choose for you the finest girls in all Assam. But before then, she came to her point, turning her eyes to her cousin, I want you to take me back to the family you presented to me
  last time I visited.


  Four winters had passed since the old woman had come to her cousins district in search of a wife for the son of a woman in the village whose husband lay dying. The dying mans wife
  had a second son too, but he was thought to be an idiot, and the whole family had been tainted by reputation. Without at least one daughter-in-law in her household, the woman might find herself
  cast out into the street the moment her husband stopped breathing. The old woman had accepted the commission easily and had made her way to her cousins house, knowing that for a few annas
  her cousin would be only too happy to do the work she was disinclined to undertake, paying visits to the scattered homesteads and bringing her detailed information about the occupants of each one,
  while she sat at his house being fed and waited upon by his scrawny wife. When he returned one afternoon and reported to her news of one family, saying that they would be certain to offer any of
  their daughters, she had thought that her job was as good as done. After walking for almost two miles the following morning, the old woman quickly discovered that the familys daughters were
  far too young to be of any earthly use in her customers household and berated her cousin for wasting her time. Yet there was one child among them, a slight girl who had stared at her with
  black eyes from an unlit corner, burning an indelible image on to the old womans memory. She had never seen such beauty.


  With the purpose of her visit declared, the old woman demanded that they make the short journey before her cousins wife had lit their supper fire.


  Let us leave now, she said.


  But we have not yet eaten! complained her cousin.


  And nor has anyone else, she replied. We are bound to find the family together at this time of day, and manners dictate that they will have to invite us to sit with them
  when they know the trouble we have gone to and see that we are hungry.


  We cannot go uninvited and take a poor familys food!


  Nonsense, said the old woman. In a few hours, they will have more than enough money to fill their larder, and one less mouth to feed.


  The old woman insisted that her cousin lead the way as she rode on one of the two donkeys to save her aching limbs and display her wealth and authority. The second donkey followed behind on a
  short tether, flanked by the youth, who hung his head and grumbled about his hunger.


  Sing! the old woman commanded him, but he looked up at her and felt self-conscious. Surely you must know a song? Or have your parents taught you nothing? I want everyone
  nearby to know we are coming, so raise your voice and sing, unless you would rather have them hear the sound of your yelps? She raised her stick towards him. The boy opened his mouth and
  began to sing the only song that he knew, learned from the donkey-keeper, even though he didnt really understand it.


  Upon seeing their distant approach, the mother of the family recognised the far-off silhouette of the old marriage-maker. She leaped up from her supper fire and began to shout
  at her husband, for there was no other house nearby and the travellers could not have been on their way anywhere else. The husband shouted back at his wife crossly, telling her to prepare more
  bread and to summon her daughters.


  The youth was given a piece of roti to stave off his hunger and told to tend the donkeys and wait. Just as she had predicted, the old woman was welcomed with every courtesy and begged by
  the mother to share the familys meagre supper. They sat together cross-legged on the swept patch of ground to the front of the tiny dwelling, set before the flooded paddy where the family
  had spent another long day thinning out the infant shoots and moving them to the half-empty nursery in the neighbouring waterlogged field. The far corner was flecked with the pale blue flowers of
  the hyacinths they had yet to clear, the yellow sun throwing bright diamond patterns that danced across the patches of water between them.


  Do forgive me. The old woman pretended to admire the view. My eyes are not what they used to be, so I must take in this wonderful sight and ask it to last me a very long
  while.


  Please, take your time, urged the mother, pressing upon her another piece of dry bread. We are honoured that you have come to visit us again.


  I have come to pay a great compliment to one of your daughters, smiled the old woman. The mother glanced towards her husband, who immediately shouted towards the open doorway of
  their hut. Juvenile voices escaped from the hidden room before a girl appeared, moving mawkishly towards them, freshly washed hair hanging in damp strands that clung to her bare arms.


  Stand up properly, her father said firmly, nodding his approval. She is strong. He took her by the arm, showing her to the old woman. And a good
  worker.


  Yes. The old woman pressed her palms together and bowed her respects to the girl, then passed on her immediately due to her pockmarked skin and bad teeth. She is a fine
  young woman, but it is not this one that I have come to honour. Where is your second daughter?


  The girl rushed back inside, flushed with shame, and began shouting at her laughing siblings, berating her next sister for refusing to stand in the paddy fields all day long with the rest of
  them, pointing to her untarnished feet in damning evidence, complaining about the cracked and swollen state of her own. The father leaped up from his place and went after her, threatening to beat
  his daughters into silence. The old woman was unsurprised. She had already seen the marks of jealousy in the elder sister the first time she visited. The father reappeared in a moment, pushing his
  second daughter out into the light, where she squinted through the sudden glare of the low sun slicing through the trees before settling her black eyes on the strangers, refusing to smile. The old
  woman heard her cousin take a sharp inward breath and stole a glance towards him. His face had reddened in an instant. She smiled to herself and knew that her memory of the girl had not been
  mistaken.


  Negotiations were opened with the merest nod of the old womans head, and a deliberate glimpse of the pouch she adjusted at her waist.


  Who would want to take a bride with no dowry? demanded the mother, suddenly suspicious.


  What do you care? said the father. Besides, our guest is not a stranger. She is the cousin of one of our neighbours and has made many successful marriages in the village
  where she lives.


  And what is the name of the man she will marry? the mother asked.


  Ah, said the old woman. That I cannot tell you just yet, for his family wish to keep the arrangement secret until the very last moment and I have been asked to remain silent
  on that matter. All I can tell you is that the family is very well-to-do. They have been in search of a suitable wife for quite some time, but he has insisted that he wishes to marry a simple girl
  from your district, much to the delight of his mother. The old woman smiled sweetly. Let your daughter come with me now, and you will soon receive the glad news of her
  marriage.


  Despite the girls sullen manner, the father agreed to part with her without any further detail and did so quickly and cheaply, happy to be free at last of at least one of his
  dishonourable burdens. The mother was not so sure, and whispered protests and questions, only to be hushed crossly by her impatient husband.


  Go and prepare your daughters belongings, he said to her. And tell your other daughters to be quiet. I am tired of their arguing voices.


  The elder girl could be heard wailing, complaining crossly that her sister was disobedient and shamed her parents with her idleness and did nothing but daydream all day and watch her own
  reflection crouched by the waters edge. The old woman acted as if she was a little deaf and could not hear. It was a pity that the others were ugly. Any poor family cursed with four
  daughters and not a single son would be only too willing to lighten their load, and she might have been tempted to bear them in mind for future customers had they been less so. The father implored
  her to take another of them, but the old woman lost interest the moment she had secured her prize, and made ready to leave.


  You keep your other daughters here, she said in a kindly voice, pleased as she was with herself. Perhaps I will return one day and do you another great service.


  The girl came without protest, her mother having quickly scratched around to bundle together what little she could offer  two threadbare saris, one blue, one yellow, and a small, old hair
  comb made from sandalwood that had long since lost its essence. The old woman allowed the girl to ride on the second donkey, and remarked that she had been smiled upon by the gods that day.


  I will pierce your nose when we return to my village, she said. Then we shall see about adding some decoration to that pretty face of yours. The girl did not reply.
  Just because you are poor doesnt mean you have to look like a beggar. I expect I could make you look quite the maharani if I had half a mind to. A man will trade a great deal for
  beauty, and you shall be my fortune. The girl remained stony-faced. And why do you look so miserable, you ungrateful wretch? You are soon to enter the household of a very rich man. A
  white man.


  The donkey took fright beneath the sudden jolting grip of the girl, braying and throwing her from her seat.


  Catch it! the old woman shouted at the boy. The animal reared away as he grasped hold of its loose tether, the boy digging his heels into the earth, gritting his teeth as the rope
  burned at his hands. The girl pulled herself to her feet, her eyes searching for an escape made impossible by the breath knocked from her body.


  Do not run, the old woman said, her voice all at once both gentle and commanding. You have been chosen to live a charmed life of great riches and comfort that you cannot
  possibly imagine, being of such low birth. Your sisters can only dream of being as fortunate as you. Your parents would weep with happiness if they knew what blessings await you. The girl
  stood, catching her breath in shallow gulps. But I see that I may have made a mistake. Perhaps you are not suitable after all. Perhaps you are too backwards to have servants of your own and
  to spend your days at leisure, preserving your beauty for a man of great status and importance while all around you there are people ready to do your every bidding. She eyed the girls
  threadbare sari, the slender beginnings of womanhood beneath it. Anyone can see that you are ready to accept a man. Indeed, to possess him if you knew how, looking the way you do. So what
  would you rather? To return to your parents hovel and wait until they pass you into the hands of a rough peasant who will work you like a dog and breed you till you look like your poor
  worn-out mother? Or are you clever enough to accept this great gift of fate with a smile?


  The youth managed to calm the donkey and brought it to the old woman. The girl looked at it unsurely. Go home if you want to, the old woman said sternly. Let your father
  return my money, and you can rejoin your sisters. I am sure they will be very happy to have you back. Her cold smile told otherwise.


  Although shaken, the girl knew this to be the truth of it, reluctantly accepting the youths helping hand to resume her mount.


  You have made a wise choice, said the old woman as they continued on their way. All that you have known before will cease to exist. Your childhood is over now. You will have
  no more of that life. Do you understand? The girl nodded obediently. But you will have to throw off that veil of innocence and wipe that sullen scowl from your mouth. You must learn
  how to be charming, how to master the art of love and enrapture the man you have been chosen to serve.


  When will we be married? Her small voice, artlessly sweet, pleased the old woman, being as fair as her face.


  You will be taken to him when I deem you ready. The ceremony will already have been conducted. White people do not marry in the same way as we do. The bride does not need to be present,
  and you must not question any of these differences, as they are none of your business.


  The girl frowned her confusion.


  I will not have a wedding?


  Such ignorance! the old woman laughed. Forget the things you have been taught! Everybody knows that the Britishers have their own strange ways. You will soon get used to
  them.


  Is he a kind man?


  Of course. The old woman neither knew nor cared.


  That the girl would now come willingly was her only concern.


  Sixteen days later, on a cool summer evening under a rose-pink sky, the old woman made her way to the gates of the private estate road leading up to the big white house with
  draping green gables and wide verandas overlooking the sprawling tea gardens. She had seen the house many times before, but only from a great distance. This was a rich mans house, and she
  had been promised a generous pay-off. The old woman smiled behind her veil. She could easily have fulfilled her task within a week, but had chosen to take her time so that her efforts would appear
  all the more taxing and therefore worthy of greater reward. She made herself known to the gatekeeper and took great pleasure in the way he stared at the girl standing nervously beside her.


  There is a visitor to see you, Sahib. Shiva bowed respectfully, interrupting Jamess evening routine, sitting out in the cool, relaxing with his sundowner,
  reading the week-old newspaper. Shiva remained at a respectable distance and spoke without glancing up from the teakwood floor, not wishing to catch his masters eye. An old woman from
  the village has a relative she wishes to introduce you to, Sahib. She is in need of somewhere to settle and the old woman wondered if you could take her in.


  After the briefest moment of confusion, James suddenly realised exactly what Shiva meant, but knew it would have been discourteous for his servant to voice it in any other way. His pulse
  quickened, a sudden hollowness opening up in his chest, his servants averted gaze telling nothing more.


  He tried to recall the exact detail of the brief instructions he had issued to Shiva while bolstered by three glasses of whisky, speaking as if he were ordering a yearling to bring on and break
  just for the sport of it as he had done last spring. He had subsequently put the conversation out of his mind, wiping it from his conscience, satisfied that he was doing no more and no less than
  was expected of a man in his position.


  I see, he said, the pit in his stomach beginning to cast a pall of doubt. He could always change his mind if he did not find her attractive, say that his servant had misunderstood
  him entirely and send the girl away with a few coins by way of compensation. And where is she?


  They have been sent to wait at the summer house on the viewing point, Sahib.


  Good. James rose from his seat, found that he was still clutching his newspaper and dropped it to his empty chair. I will go and greet them myself. Shiva kept his
  eyes downcast, sparing his master the sight of the embarrassment flushing to his face. Is everything ready should she wish to stay?


  Yes, Sahib.


  I see. James paused by the low table, his heavy brow suddenly clouded. You had better come and meet us at the viewing point with a bullock cart. It is too far to walk at
  this time of day, and I expect she will be tired.


  Yes, Sahib.


  The summer house, a small, open-fronted wooden affair, painted cornflower blue, with seating enough for perhaps six familiar people, lay a short walk from the house, set well
  behind it where the hill began to rise and the valley fall, taking in the best of the views to the east where the moon first showed itself each night. The old woman sat, leaning forward on her
  stick, milky eyes squinting towards the pathway that led to the grand house, now fading with the disappearing light. Her bones were complaining, having been jarred by the donkey ride from the
  village and tested even further by the steep walk to bring her here. She saw a shape approach; the hazy khaki image soon cleared sufficiently to tell her that the planter had come himself  a
  tall, dark-haired man with broad shoulders and a purposeful stride, gathering pace as he moved towards them. She lifted her stick and prodded the girl sharply to stand up straight and mind herself,
  telling her that she would be sent back to the fields and her parents made to give back the money if he didnt like what he saw, warning her of the beatings she would receive.


  The old woman watched James carefully, eyes shielded behind the thin fabric of her black veil. She would be able to tell in a moment whether or not her merchandise was acceptable. There was no
  uncertainty about the girls chastity. The old woman had checked that for herself. Yet although she was undoubtedly beautiful, the old woman feared that she might prove too highly spirited to
  make a suitable concubine. There was something about the way she held her head and stared without fear, just as boys did. The old woman put it down to her isolated upbringing and ignorant
  parenting. The girl would just have to learn to take her place and forget her insolent pride.


  James slowed as he reached the pair of them, hardly glancing at the old hag as he began to fully take in the shock of the girl who stood before him. He had not expected her to
  be so young, juvenile in her awkwardness, yet with the unmistakable promise of the woman within, the soft outline of her breasts pressing through the thin fabric of her cotton choli. Her
  unsmiling eyes, black as the midnight sky, seemed to gaze right through him.


  His breath caught in his throat. She was beyond compare, from the silken ribbon of black hair that flew from her head in the unexpected evening breeze, to the rising arches of her naked, dusty
  feet.


  Finally, he found his voice to ask her name.


  Aapka kya naam hai?


  She was suddenly timid, unsure of herself, and looked to the old woman fleetingly for instructions. All she received was a sharp nod. She turned back to James, all shyness.


  Chinthimani, she said in her sweet voice, scented with the innocence of youth. Mera naam Chinthimani hai.


  James flinched, the wind ripped from his stomach, his feet unwilling or unable to take him a step further. He opened his mouth again, as if to breathe her in, never taking his eyes from hers;
  then, like a thousand suns breaking through a monsoon cloud, her red-painted rosebud lips parted, and she smiled at him. James handed a pouch of money to the old woman without giving her another
  glance.


  Despite Shivas warnings, such was the sight of the girl that word had spread quickly. There were already those in the village who said that she would bewitch him, that
  she had been found in the hills and that no one knew where she came from. That perhaps she was not human at all, but a daughter of one of the gods, sent to do their bidding. They said that she was
  a vision, and that she would be his downfall.
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  On a generous plot sitting just past the western estate road at the edge of the plantation, beyond the reach of the diminutive tea trees and the fleeting hands that attended
  them, stood a little enclave of simple whitewashed buildings, set about a dusty courtyard nestling within high, whispering trees. Beyond the trees lay the homesteads lands. Paddy fields
  stretching all the way down to the river, where water buffaloes wandered unhindered, white paddy birds riding gracefully on their backs.


  Shurika was happy to be here, having roamed for many weeks through the previous seasons monsoon with her younger brother after their father had died from the fever and left them without a
  roof over their heads or a grain of rice, as she always knew he would. Theirs had been a small family, her father being a rare only child, averse to the notion of hard work, with parents long
  perished. He indulged his preference for idleness and big talk, charming his wife with flowers picked from the forest, keeping her awake long into the night with his affections. The illness had
  come upon him all at once, his faculties waning by the end of the first day, before the dreadful convulsions wrenched at his body as he slipped into a terrible sleep that finally stopped his heart.
  At the moment of his passing, Shurikas mother had clawed at her clothes and ripped her hair out by the roots, screaming her curses at the gods. His remains were taken to the village funeral
  pyre to be cleansed by the eternal flames. Broken and defeated by the loss of her beloved husband, Shurikas mother had stood bereft as he burned, spent in her grief, weeping at the sight of
  her destitute children, bending as though her every bone had been removed.


  This was the last memory that Shurika chose to carry of her mother, a kind and gentle woman who had sung and smiled and shared ancient stories of love and wisdom with her, who had wanted nothing
  from her life other than to serve the ones she loved. This was how Shurika would remember her mother, not the wailing woman who had thrown herself upon the licking flames of her husbands
  engulfed body, nor the terrible screams that had torn the sky in two until, finally, the fire silenced her.


  In the ramshackle house that she and her brother had returned to, there was not even a piece of stale bread for them to eat. Shurika had searched in vain for some small mercy, a few hidden
  coins, a bag of rice, but had come to find nothing other than a handful of worn clothes and a string of empty promises left to the many people from whom her father had borrowed. There was little
  charity to be had from their neighbours either. In her sixteenth year, Shurika should have been married off long ago, having been vaguely promised in her infancy to an eleven-year-old boy whose
  mother had subsequently changed her mind when it became apparent that there would be no dowry, no matter how long they waited. Shurikas father did little to remedy the absence of a match for
  his daughter. She was a good worker in a home of idle hands, and there was always something to be done.


  The man who came for the goat before the ashes of her parents had cooled and blown to the wind told Shurika that he would take her and her brother in, out of the goodness of his heart. At his
  request, she had followed him inside to show him the exact spot where her father had ailed and died. He had then smothered her mouth with his hand and told her to keep still while he did what he
  had come to do.


  Blinded by the sudden, searing pain, Shurika had sunk her teeth deep into the mans fleshy fingers, biting down until she tasted his blood, but still he would not let her go. The air
  around her became thick with the sickly-sweet scent of her fear, and she had felt her own living death come upon her.


  When night fell and all became quiet, Shurika had washed her weeping, bloodied body, searching for the courage to do as her mother had done. She prayed to the gods all night that they might give
  her the strength to put an end to her life, but they had forsaken her, whispering that she must now take care of her mothers precious son. At first light, she had gathered together what few
  scraps they had, woken her brother, and told him that they must leave that place and make a new life for themselves elsewhere. He had complained bitterly, yet had followed her as she slipped away
  in the half-light.


  Shunned in the remote villages, they had wandered for many miles on their way to their new life, the brother unwilling to work, Shurika reduced to begging for bread and gleaning what food she
  could from the land. She had once been caught trying to steal eggs and had been beaten black and blue while her brother concealed himself in the trees and watched on, then berated her for making
  too much noise and failing to bring the eggs. How she had mourned, feeling the guilt of her mothers shame as, with hands outstretched to strangers, she was looked down upon like a stray dog.
  This would be her punishment for having lacked the fortitude to drive the knife home and be reunited with her mothers spirit, no matter how briefly, before their rebirth. This would be her
  curse  that she would wander the earth, a spoiled woman, with each new day a terrible trial.


  Shurika had come across the estate quite by accident, just when she thought her weary legs would not be able to take one more step. It was she who had insisted they go up to the house and ask
  for work, but her brother had shrunk from her suggestion, having never lifted a finger in his idle life, so Shurika had left him by the gates and gone by herself, driven by hunger and desperation.
  She found the cookhouse easily, the aroma of frying spices having beckoned her for hundreds of yards, and threw herself to the ground outside the door, begging the mercy of the cook, explaining
  that she and her brother had no food and nowhere to go. The cook was a jovial man with a sympathetic heart. He gave her a bowl of boiled rice and vegetables and told her to sit in the shade of the
  peepul tree and wait.


  Shurika sat for hours, watching the sun arc steadily across the afternoon sky, worrying about her brother and wondering how long he would wait before coming in search of her, or whether he would
  simply take off on his own and abandon her to her fate, as he had threatened to do every day. Their one remaining piece of bread was in his bundle, so he would not starve, and she had been sure to
  leave him near the silver stream that she had noticed on the way, so that he might have fresh water fallen from the mountains if he became thirsty. Her own thirst she quenched with a few handfuls
  of bitter water from the small trough meant for the kitchen animals.


  Towards the end of the afternoon, the cook emerged from his kitchen to wash the sweat from his face and torso in the water trough, and told Shurika to go fetch her brother. She ran the whole
  distance and found him sleeping in the long grass, his arms raised lazily to guard his head from the sun. She shook him awake. He sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.


  Where have you been for all this time? Did you find food? he asked.


  No! she said with an elated smile. But perhaps I have found something better. Come, quickly. She pulled at him. I think they have work for us.


  What sort of work? the brother said.


  I dont know. What does it matter?


  Im not going to work in the tea fields, he snorted. Thats womens work.


  Then I will do the work, Shurika said. Now get up and hurry, before they change their minds.


  The pair of them returned to the cookhouse, from where they were taken on a bullock cart to a small enclave of buildings on the edge of the plantation. The gates were hanging loosely, broken on
  both hinges, and the courtyard around which the buildings sat lay unkempt and overgrown. Shiva eyed the sullen youth as he jumped down from the cart and chose to address the young woman
  instead.


  There is plenty of work here and a home for you if you want it, he told her. The Sahib wants this place to be cleaned up and made ready for habitation again. If you do a
  good job, you may stay and continue to work for the new mistress who will come to live here soon. You will have to clear the plot over there and make a new vegetable garden, repair the buildings
  and put up fences for the animals. There are paddy fields beyond those trees that have gone to rack and ruin. Have you worked paddies before?


  No, sir. Shurika glanced towards her brother pleadingly, in the hope that he would speak up and claim to be a good worker, but he just stood there and said nothing.


  It doesnt matter, Shiva said. I can send someone to show you. Its easy enough. The irrigation gates are already there somewhere. Just overgrown like the rest
  of the place. He looked around the ramshackle homestead and sighed at its state of disrepair. Perhaps it was not as bad as it looked. The Sahib has hundreds of workers. If there is
  anything you need to make the repairs, go to the gatehouse and tell the gatekeeper to send a message. You can go to the cookhouse and ask for some basic provisions. Shiva noticed that the
  brother had no intention of walking back the way they had come. He had sat down on the ground instead, picking at the loose stones. I would hurry. Shiva looked up at the sky.
  It will be getting dark soon.


  Shurika was unable to hide her joy. She sank to her knees, pressing her face into her skeletal hands, and wept with gratitude, promising that she and her brother would work their every waking
  hour.


  Since that first day, Shurika had offered puja to the gods, morning and night, for safely guiding her and her brother here. Before beginning the work that had been asked
  of them, she built a small shrine at the edge of the trees and laid gifts of food and flowers at sunrise and sunset.


  The work progressed slowly, for her brother was lazy and had to be nagged and cajoled constantly. When he did attend to a job, he would do it badly and the repair would quickly fall apart. Shiva
  visited every week, to check on their progress, but never on the same day. Whenever he arrived, he would find Shurika hard at work and the brother either sleeping in the shade of the silver oaks or
  nowhere to be found. Shurika made excuses for him, saying that he was sick that day, or that he had gone to fetch reeds from the river bank to make a new roof. Shiva made a point of visiting two
  days in a row and, upon finding Shurika gone and the brother sleeping, he gently kicked him awake.


  Where is your sister? he asked as the youth scrambled reluctantly to his feet.


  She has gone to find dung to dry out for the fire. Why do you want her?


  I dont, Shiva replied. I have come to tell you to pack your things and be gone by sundown.


  What? cried the brother. You said we could stay for as long as we wanted the work!


  Ah yes, said Shiva. But you do not want the work, so you will have to go. Your sister is a good worker, so she can stay, but you are a good-for-nothing layabout, so you must
  be on your way. Remember that there are many hundreds of men who work here. Your idleness has not gone unnoticed, and the Sahib does not care to be taken for a fool.


  When Shurika returned with the dung, she was surprised to find her brother busily pulling the overgrowth from the sides of the buildings. Naked down to his lungi, he had already cleared one wall
  completely, and his body shone with perspiration.


  Shurika crouched in the vegetable garden, tending the plants that had begun to show themselves two weeks ago. She had gone to the gatekeeper when the beds were ready to ask for
  seeds and the next day had been sent a handful of tiny paper packages, each one a neatly folded sheath in which the seeds lay, some big fat pods, others just a few tiny specks scattered at the
  bottom. On the front of each package, a small picture had been drawn in simple pencil line to identify the plant that would grow from the seed. Shurika guarded them like buried treasure, and tied
  rags, dyed red from crushed areca, on a row of sticks to keep the birds away. When the first shoots appeared  a few fine, pale green threads where she had placed the onion seeds  she
  shouted her excitement to the crows and rushed to fetch her brother, but he had shown no interest. Shurika picked the weeds from around each precious shoot and hummed to herself, making up a song
  in her head about harvesting the toil of her labours.


  The distant sound of voices and distinctive clatter of rough wooden wheels creaking against the hard ground travelled to her sharp ears. Shurika was not expecting a delivery today. She stood up,
  arching the ache from her back, shielding her eyes from the low sun, and peered into the near distance. Shiva, driving a bullock cart laden with furniture, called encouragement to the struggling
  beast as it staggered over the pitted track. Riding up on the front of the cart with him was a girl. Shurikas eyes widened, the weeds dropping from her hands. She pulled up the hem of her
  sari and rushed to the furthest of the buildings, shouting for her brother, telling him that he must hurry. The cart pulled up by the wrought-iron gates, now hanging securely on their hinges and
  painted with the same thick black paint used on the main estate gates. Shurika ran and pulled them open, bowing her greeting to Shiva.


  This is your new mistress, Shiva said, and stood down to help Chinthimani from the bullock cart. You are to take good care of her and help her to settle in. Shurika
  kept her eyes downcast. As her new mistress stepped to the ground, she could not help but notice her feet. They were small and fine. Perfect, like a painting she had once seen beside a shrine at a
  holy place. And above them, resting around her ankles, were silver chains hung with tiny bells. When her mistress finally took a step, the bells tinkled, a fragile sound like shards of glass
  falling.


  Namaste, said Shurika, palms pressed together, head bowed respectfully.


  Namaste, replied Chinthimani.


  At the sound of the soft, youthful voice, Shurika looked up so see her mistresss face, and her mouth fell open. From beneath the shade of the pale yellow sari draped across her head, worn
  thin from years of use, peered out the darkest eyes beneath perfectly arched brows that twitched with curiosity. Chinthimani let her veil drop, revealing a fine nose hung with an ornate golden ring
  and a full blood-red mouth with rosebud lips. There was not one blemish on her heart-shaped face. Not a single fault to corrupt the perfection of her beauty. Shurika quickly dropped her eyes to the
  ground again, wondering what age her mistress might be. She was perhaps a little younger or a little older than herself, but certainly no more or no less. In a family from another life, they might
  easily have been sisters.


  You will be maid and servant to your new mistress, said Shiva. This is her household now. She will decide who stays and who goes, so serve her well. And know that the Sahib
  will be visiting, so you must keep the place clean and tidy.


  As Shurika nodded her understanding, she heard running footsteps behind her. Her brother slowed to a halt and began to stare, showing no shame for his open interest.


  You! snapped Shiva. What are you looking at? You do not stare at your mistress, is that understood? The brother mumbled his apology and looked away. Now get
  all this unloaded and see to it that your mistress is made comfortable as quickly as possible. There will be more deliveries tomorrow, but for now she is tired and must rest. Shiva waited
  until the brother, bent double beneath a large bundle of linen and a chair in each hand, had gone into the house, then addressed the two women. You must prepare for the Sahib, he
  said. He will be here soon.
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  It was an hour before sundown the next day before the heavy sound of cantering hooves slowed at the gates.


  Koi hai! shouted James. Is anybody there? He threw himself out of the saddle, boots grinding grit against dust as he pushed open the gate and handed his horse
  to the sullen-looking boy who appeared from nowhere. Where is your mistress?


  Shurikas brother pointed towards the unpainted door at the far end of the courtyard. James crossed the short distance in confident strides, pulling the kerchief from his neck. He stood at
  the door for a moment, then knocked gently before entering without waiting for an answer.


  Chinthimani sat on the single chair, facing a small table with a dressing mirror into which she gazed, transfixed by her own reflection in the magical glass. Shurika stood behind her, drying her
  mistresss hair with a small cotton cloth, untangling the knots with patient fingers. Both turned at the sudden intrusion and stared at James. His broad frame filled the doorway, his height
  requiring that he dip his head slightly to step inside, where he paused and looked down upon the two of them. Shurika felt herself begin to tremble, the wet cloth falling limp in her hands. It was
  the Sahib, that much she knew, for she had heard from the gatekeeper and from the boys who made deliveries that he was a powerful man with a dark, fearless expression. She could feel him in the
  room immediately, his life force crowding in and pressing against the cinnamon rust petals of the flower-painted walls, the soft flood of evening light behind him shadowing his features into a
  watery cast. The opening at his collar glistened with pearls of perspiration that rose and fell against the hollow of this throat with every laboured breath.


  Shurika knew why he was here. She clutched the damp cloth to her chest, her eyes rushing to her mistresss reflection in the looking glass, but, to her amazement, she saw not a trace of
  apprehension on the perfect face. Chinthimani stared back at him boldly, her mouth curved into a small smile. She lifted her head, just a little, and allowed the sari to slip from her shoulder.
  Shurika dared not look up to see the Sahibs face and felt colour climbing to her burning cheeks.


  Shurika waited outside her mistresss quarters, squatting against the ground, hiding in the shadows and covering her ears, terrified of what she imagined to be happening
  behind the closed door, and of what she might find when she returned there. Try as she might, she could not shut out the jagged remnants of memory that still pressed like splinters into her wounds
   the stench, the pain, the blinding fear. Calming herself with a whispered prayer, her eyes soon grew heavy, and when the Sahib came quietly from the room, he found her dozing, her head
  nodding gently against the thin arms folded on top of her knees. He leaned down to touch her shoulder, causing her to wake with a start and tumble from her haunches.


  What is your name? he asked.


  My name is Shurika, Sahib, she replied, standing immediately and bowing to him, embarrassed to have been caught napping when she should have been alert.


  Go and tend to your mistress, Shurika. He smiled at her. She is asking for you.


  Shurika rushed into the room, her face etched with worry, stomach wrenching as her eyes fell upon the petal-red bloodstains blooming against the sheet laid upon the bed. Chinthimani stood naked
  beside the small window set high up in the wall, her outline glowing in the lamplight.


  Mistress? Shurika whispered, her throat rasping dry, the violence of the bloodstained sheet pulping her insides. Are you hurt?


  Chinthimani shook her head slightly, and smiled into the darkness.


  Shurika soon learned what was expected of her. She stayed close by while Chinthimani spent her days resting and eating, then walked with her through the paddy fields down to
  the river to keep guard while she bathed, wading waist-deep into the water, her sari clinging to her curves, leaning her head back until her hair floated out on the surface like a wide black lotus
  leaf. As Chinthimani washed, she sang, her sweet, tuneful voice carrying across the water, shaming the birds. She held her nostrils closed and submerged her head, sometimes for a whole minute or
  more, lying beneath the surface, imagining that she could hear the fish, their silver scales shimmering just the way her own skin did at the feel of her lovers touch. When her face finally
  broke through the surface, searching for a gasp of air, she would be smiling to herself, resplendent in her happiness and good fortune. This was her river, where she bathed under the watchful eye
  of her servant. How her sisters would howl with envy! How her mother would reach for a stick to beat her with, convinced that it was just another of her fanciful stories.


  You are afraid of the Sahib, Chinthimani said.


  No, mistress. Shurika smiled at her mistresss gentle chide, having quickly forgotten the fear that had engulfed her upon first sight of him.


  Well, you should be, Chinthimani said proudly, venturing that she knew something of the man, the picture in her head as clear to her as the waters in which she bathed. He is
  the most important person in the whole region. A nobleman. And I was the one chosen to be his wife. Me! Of all people! She sat at the table and gazed at her reflection in the mirror for a
  little while, then tilted her head back, allowing Shurika to thread away the few stray hairs between her eyebrows above the bridge of her fine nose. It is a pity that they do not do things
  as we do. I should like to have had a grand wedding and to make my home in my husbands house instead of having
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