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Praise for The Goddess and the Thief

‘The plot of this novel is intricate and beautifully turned, and echoes of Frances Hodgson Burnett and George MacDonald Fraser are entirely intentional – Fox’s raids on the story-box cleverly enhance the sense of mystery’

The Times

‘Dark secrets, hidden pasts and childhood mysteries are the focus in this sensual melodrama … an entertaining slice of Victoriana, rich in historical detail’

Marie Claire

‘With just as many twists and turns as Wilkie Collins at his unpredictable best, Fox’s take on the Victorian mystery novel will transport you to a world of intrigue and superstition … A gem of a read’

The Lady

‘Delights in the underworld and exotica of Victorian Britain … Memorable and unusual’

Sunday Times

‘A richly textured, highly coloured and entirely pleasurable read’

Metro

‘The author captures the essence of Victorian life in this richly textured novel … hugely enjoyable. If you love all things Victorian, you will love this’

Historical Novel Society

‘Beautifully turned and very beguiling … Fox cleverly weaves in real characters such as the widowed Queen Victoria and the Maharajah Duleep Singh, with Indian myths and legends, to produce a terrifically engrossing read’

Saga Magazine

‘A dark enthralling story … I was totally engrossed!’

Essentials

‘A shadowy sensual world … [a] beguiling, imaginative and original tale’

HELLO! Magazine


Dedication

In memory of Isobel Thomson, née Duggan.
When we were at seven years old you told me stories about ghosts.
May those ghosts never exist.
May you rest in peace, dear friend.


The
Goddess
and the Thief

ESSIE FOX
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His death in Benares
Won’t save the assassin
From certain hell,

Any more than a dip
In the Ganges will send
Frogs – or you – to paradise.

My home, says Kabir
Is where there’s no day, no night,
And no holy book in sight.

To squat on our lives.

‘His Death in Benares’ by Kabir


PART ONE
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THE THEFT


THE LETTER – NEVER SENT

Benares

Tuesday, July 22nd, 1843

My Dearest Sister, Mercy,

How pleased I was to receive your letter, and to know that you and Mama have settled into the Windsor house, although Charles (and please, you must call him Charles – Doctor Willoughby is too formal by far!) says he will not countenance one more word of you being the ‘poor relations’. He insists that Claremont Road is yours to do with exactly as you choose, and that when the time comes for us to return the house is perfectly adequate to accommodate the four of us – and any children too.

I only wish I were with you now, to select the new hangings and furniture – all those pleasures that I dreamed about before Charles was so prematurely called to return to his duties in India. Oh, Mercy, how I miss you! England is too far away, both in distance and in memory. I beg you not to tell Mama, but your letter has found me ailing and really at the lowest ebb. This homesickness consumes me. I am quite the abandoned wife, with my husband often travelling to the outlying districts on Company business. Almost a month he was in the Punjab, and now he has returned to Benares and says it is inevitable that a war with the Sikhs will come to pass. He says it is only a matter of time.

I can hardly bear to think of this. What on earth will I do if widowed here – if left with the care of an infant child? To have fallen in this pregnancy whilst we were still upon the boat, it seems to me the cruellest thing, and the symptoms worse with every day, which surely should not be the case. Perhaps I harbour some hidden malaise. I no longer dare to look in a mirror to see a face so sallow and drawn, as pallid as the milky sweets and plain boiled chicken that I eat. (I cannot abide the spicy food – neither the taste nor the smell of it!) The flesh has fallen from my bones except for my belly which grows so fat. A wonder that I do not faint when having to lace my stays so tight to even begin to fit my gowns. If only I had more skill with a needle! There is a local tailor who can be hired for the smallest fee, but the native’s interpretation of what we would consider a fashionable cut has led to the sorriest results. I think I would rather resort to the kurta, the loose tunic that some of the servants wear, though when I mentioned this to Charles he suggested I might turn Hindoo next.

Of course he was only teasing, but I sensed something serious beneath. I fear I am not the type of wife that my husband expected me to be. More than once he has expressed the hope that when this child of ours is born I will regain my joie de vivre and engage with the regiment’s social life. I dearly hope that is the case. I dare not admit as much to him as I will now confess to you, but I find myself filled with a raging resentment to be always listless, always bored. I feel as if coming to India has placed me in some bondage. I cannot begin to grasp this place. It is never still, always spinning around. It is something like a kaleidoscope. It drains me. It overwhelms me. And the climate – that has me prisoner too, being nothing but detrimental to health. You hear about such terrible things. Why I had not known of this before, but Charles’s own parents and sister died when taken with the dysentery; all gone in the space of just two days while he was at school at England. We went to lay flowers on their graves when we first arrived in Calcutta. Really, it almost broke my heart to walk past the stones in that cemetery and to see all the marble angels that marked the death of an English child.

Perhaps my child will also die. No life is safe in India! They say that a perfectly healthy man may wake with a headache at breakfast and be dead by three in the afternoon. I often wake with headaches! It is this wretched heat. Of late, there have been many days when I barely have the strength to dress and swelter here upon my bed. My flesh is sore and rough from sweat, but bathing is a thing to dread. There is no running water, and we may never use a sponge for fear of any scorpions that may be lurking underneath.

The vermin in this house! The white ants all but ate the piano, and its music my only pleasure here. I live in terror of the snakes (I often hear them slithering about in the thatching of the roof. And one morning, when Charles was dressing, one of them dropped onto his head – one of the small but deadly ones, and only by luck did he shake it off and trap it in the water jug.) I am plagued to distraction by the flies. Their buzzing wears my nerves to shreds, not to mention the creaking of the rope as the coolie tugs the punkah fan. That is, when he remains awake, not sleeping on the verandah.

The servants, you would not believe. To think Mama manages at home with no more than a cook and a housemaid! So many there are, for every need. A bearer – he is Charles’s valet. A khansamah, or butler. A khitmutgar who serves at the table, and a musolchi to work in the scullery. There is the dhobi who washes the clothes, and – really, I could go on and on. Simply to remember their names is exhausting, and every one a heathen wretch with no desire to be trained, and no concern for privacy. I have told them not to do it, but these people will walk into a room, at any time, both day and night, no matter what state you might be in, and never a knock upon the door to offer any warning. And then there is their jabbering. If only I could understand. Charles tries to teach me. I have some words. I suppose I will learn as time goes by. But, Mercy, this is the truth of it. Deep down, I do not want to.

I want to come back to England. But I wonder if Charles would then resort to the keeping of a mistress? They say every man in The Company has one. One English wife, one Indian – and more often than not the Indian is the one that runs his household best, providing for his every need.

Another of the regiment’s wives conveyed as much when she called on me. She spoke of the plight of one poor soul who travelled here from England (who endured all manner of scrapes on the way, including the wrecking of her ship) only to find that her husband already had a ‘bibi, wife’ and had fathered six little half-caste boys. She hung herself. How terrible!

When my visitor then heard of Charles’s trip to Lahore, she could not wait to fill my ears with every scandal of that place. How licentious the Maharani is. How rumours claim that she was once a temple devadasis – one of the dancing prostitutes. How her morals are no better now, for she takes many lovers into her bed, both Indian and English men.

I asked that visitor to leave. I said I felt ill and indeed I did. But too late to resist the wicked seed already planted in my mind. I fear that her words had been specially chosen to imply that Charles might also be one of those immoral men. That night, I could not restrain myself from asking him about such things – to which he answered with contempt that: ‘The devil makes work for idle minds, and idle minds have empty hearts, with nothing to do but cultivate their resentment for the natives.’

That is how he accused me! As if I were idle here by choice! A terrible argument followed. I told him that I was not a child to be protected from the truth, that soon I would be a mother who needed to know the ways of the world and to understand her husband’s heart – and if that heart was fickle then I should rather be aware than suffer the torments of ignorance.

I went to bed and wept for hours and longed to be back in Windsor – with our lives going on just as before. But, eventually, Charles did join me and very sweetly wiped my tears and swore to his fidelity. And I do believe him, Mercy. And, in some ways, I do believe the two of us were closer then than we have been in many months.

He told me about his time in Lahore – all about the boy, but four years old, who is now the Maharajah. Charles says he is an innocent within a nest of vipers, where men have no compunction in the murdering of rivals. Even their own family members. And that is why these rumours abound concerning the Maharani – who is forced to be so wily because she must do whatever she can to ensure the protection of her son, just as she once protected herself at the time when the child’s father died. For, even though it is frowned upon, quite outlawed by The Company, when the Maharajah Ranjit Singh finally breathed his last, four of his other living wives and seven of his slave girls were taken along to the funeral and immolated with the corpse. The Indians call it sati. The word means Perfect Wife. To think of such a sacrifice! Charles says that those women were carried along as part of the procession, each seated on a gilded chair, each with a mirror set before and a golden parasol above. They were then led to the sandalwood pyre and concealed within a tent of shawls while everything around them was drenched in a mixture of sulphur and ghee. When lit, that became a fireball from which there could be no escape – though Charles did assure me they felt no pain, being stupefied with opiates. But even if that was the case, who would willingly wish for such a fate?

Who could love a man to that extent? I know I would not do it. This country is too brutal. Its women are but chattels. However much I care for Charles, however true his heart to mine, how can I think to settle here?

I know I must wait until after the birth. It would surely be insanity to try and travel sooner, but I do not think it can be long.

Wednesday, July 25th

I write by the light of a new day’s dawn. I can hear Charles’s snores from the room next door, though I wonder he can sleep at all after what happened to me last night. The shock of it brought my labour on. All night I tossed and turned with cramps, thoughts slipping in and out of dreams, and seeing the faces of the dead rising around me in the gloom. I am sure I saw our father. I could swear he was standing beside my bed, though perhaps that was the laudanum. But now the pains have abated and my mind is perfectly clear again, and I do so want to set things down, to complete this letter and have it sent, in case the birth comes suddenly. In case it is my fate to die. I wish that it were otherwise, but I have such presentiments of doom. I fear we shall never meet again. I fear that even if we do, the thing that happened yesterday will haunt me till my dying day.

The evening started off so well. I think with my decision made to come back home to England a weight was lifted from my mind. In the afternoon I slept for hours. I woke unusually refreshed. I even had some appetite when Charles and I sat down to dine, and more than happy to comply when, afterwards, he made the suggestion that we take a night drive into Benares.

Our progress was dreadfully slow. Such a seething mass of humanity. Such a din I am sure was never heard in the busiest parts of London. People shouting everywhere, not to mention the bleats of sheep and goats, and then there are the sacred bulls that wander anywhere at will. One blocked our path entirely. No amount of shouting or pushing could prevail upon that stubborn beast to move from the centre of the road. In the end, we left the carriage and walked about the place instead, heading into the tents of a bazaar where there must have been a hundred stalls, and every one of them piled high with steaming mounds of rice and dhal, with spices, fruits and vegetables, with jewellery and leather goods, and bales of such exquisite silks. There was one green, with threads of gold – the colour would have suited you, matching your eyes to perfection. We should have stopped to buy some, and then we should have gone back home. Really, I blame only myself. But I felt such a sudden sense of excitement to be part of that swarming chaos, to be following a surging crowd through the squalor of narrow winding streets, to emerge and suddenly to see a scene from an Arabian fairy tale.

There was a temple that looked like a palace right next to the banks of the Ganges. It gleamed like silver against black skies where a bright full moon was shining down upon the domes and balconies, and the ornate marble arches, and in every arch a deity, and every deity shimmering in the flare of torches set below. A pair of golden fretwork doors, each one as tall as an elephant, was at that moment drawing back to reveal within a golden god. The idol was sitting cross-legged upon a wheeled dais. It was hailed by a thousand beating drums, the crashing of cymbals, the blaring of conches, the ringing of so many bells. I smelled the perfume of jasmine and rose. I saw priests with shaved heads and yellow robes, all garlanded in marigolds, all chanting ‘Om Shiva Mahesvara Mahadev’, over and over and over again, until my head was swimming. But then a gust of air rose up and quite the strangest thing occurred. I thought, ‘A gift. A blessing. A kiss from the lips of Shiva.’

Mercy, you may think me mad, but I felt as if I knew him. I could not drag my eyes away, even though the golden god’s were closed. I kept thinking, ‘He cannot see me.’ And yet, I knew he could, as if he could look into my soul through the gleaming ruby in his brow, or the ruby eyes of the cobra that coiled around his throat. That put me in mind of the devil in Hell, as did the trident in one of his hands. But then, the way he raised one palm – that seemed a benediction. I felt such a swelling of joy in my breast. I thought of the love of Jesus.

What can such contradictions mean? If you were here you might explain my shameful, sacrilegious thoughts. I confess, at that one moment I could not have felt any further away from any sense of our Christian God. And perhaps my soul had been possessed, for I wanted to dance with the temple girls who began to shriek and whirl around, who scattered a carpet of rose petals on the ground before the idol. Their flesh gleamed like mahogany. Their eyes were ringed and black with kohl. The bells around their ankles rang with every step those women took. I thought of that old nursery rhyme – the one we always loved to sing: ‘With rings on her fingers and bells on her toes, she shall have music wherever she goes.’

That memory was swiftly lost when someone (I did not see them) hissed ‘Feringhee’ in my ear. It is their word for foreigner, intended as an insult, and horribly unnerving. But when I looked to Charles for help my husband did not notice me. His attention was fixed on the dancer who seemed to cast him in a spell, as she raised her arms above her head where oiled black hair hung down like silk.

I do not believe my husband has ever looked at me like that. But now I see through clearer eyes. All beauty here is treacherous; a thin veneer for the lust and sin that seethes beneath the surface. I could smell it on the dancers’ flesh, the reek of musk and hot ripe sweat, and the only thing I could think about was the need to find some cleaner air, some air not yet corrupted.

I know that it was reckless, to leave my husband’s side, when I pushed my way through all the crowds and then on down the steep stone steps that led me to the river’s shore. How wide is it, that river? I could barely see to the other side where the flames of fires were burning high, and such strange shadows dancing. It must be one of the funeral ghats, where the Hindoos go to cremate their dead, before scattering their ashes in the waters of the Ganges. If only I’d not noticed the sudden stench of burning flesh. I felt sick. I felt frightened. I called for help. But how could Charles hear my voice when drowned in that cacophony?

Someone did, though. Someone heard me. I felt a hand upon my wrist, and that hand had fingers more like claws, its nails filthy, cracked and long. I saw them all too vividly in a moment of stillness that lasted an age. And there the horror did not end. In the other hand he held a staff, with a drum and what looked like a human skull tied upon the end of it. He wore nothing more than a loincloth. His flesh was black and wrinkled, stinking of blood and excrement. And the toothless face that leered above! Through long grey ropes of matted hair I could see that his eyes were yellowed, staring and wild with some intoxication. The noxious fumes upon his breath! A hundred fates ran through my mind. I fully expected that devil to strike – to rob, to beat me, or even worse. I could only watch when he dropped my wrist; unable to speak when his fingers spread and lowered to my belly. Just at that moment the baby kicked, and that motion so sudden and violent that I gasped at the very shock of it. But it did bring me back to my senses. I screamed and pushed that wretch away. He made no attempt to prevent me, only smiled as his hand was lifted, the palm extended forward, just like the golden god’s before. And that was when he spoke to me, and it was the queerest thing, because, even though I would now swear that he did not speak in English, I understood him perfectly. Those words I never shall forget!

‘I have a revelation. Do not fear thine death. Death is thine liberation. Death is the blessed sacrifice with which to glorify The Lord. The Lord will claim thy womb’s new fruit, the goddess thus to be reborn.’

I am not sure what happened next. I watched him turn his back on me and melt away beneath some trees. It was then I began to tremble. My legs gave way and I fell to my knees, kneeling in the mud at the river’s edge and wrapping my arms across my breast. I was rocking there like a creature possessed when I heard my name, a sudden shout – and the next thing I knew, Charles was there, at my side, lifting me into his arms, and carrying me up the river steps as he fought his way through the worshippers. And when he hailed a bullock cart, I cared not one jot at that ignominy, but was simply relieved to be on our way, to see the cantonment’s whitewashed walls and to enter the doors of our bungalow.

There, Charles laid me on the bed and insisted I swallow some brandy to which he added laudanum, to help me regain a sense of calm. But what hope did I have of peace when he would persist in telling me that the demon who caused me such distress was one of the Aghori. One of Shiva’s acolytes who inhabit the Hindoo burial grounds, who take strong drink to open their minds to messages from the spirit world, who believe they have the powers to exorcise demons and – oh, this is too vile a thing! – that to enhance such magic gifts they eat the flesh of the newly dead. They drink their blood from human skulls.

What hell I have found here in India, with its burning brides, its cannibals. To think such a creature touched my flesh! I feel as I have been cursed.

Will you pray for me, dear Mercy? Will you pray for your sister’s soul? Will you pray that when you read these words her child will have been safely born and returning to England in her arms? And should God have some other plan, if we should never meet again, whatever wrongs I may have done, I beg for your forgiveness now.

I am and always shall remain, your loving sister,

Alice.


A NAME IN EXCHANGE FOR A LIFE

Do you believe in other worlds, of lives ever after, of heavens on earth? My ayah did, and from her lips there dripped such honeyed promises. There was one tale she used to tell, and I heard it so often that, even now, I recall her every word by heart …

Far, far away, my heart’s dearest, is a palace atop of Mount Kailash where Shiva lives in wedded bliss with his goddess bride, Parvati. But there was a time, long years before, when Shiva loved another: a woman made of mortal flesh whose name was Sati. Perfect wife.

Sati adored Lord Shiva. She worshipped the ground on which he walked. But her happiness was blighted when her father refused to accept the fact that his daughter, a lady of radiant beauty, had wed the god who was uncouth, with long, braided hair which was never combed, and his dirty flesh so often clothed in nothing but stinking animal skins. When Shiva was not invited to a festival her father held at which a sacred fire would burn and sacrifices would be made, Sati was filled with such grief and shame that she walked alone to her father’s home and there, before his very eyes, she flung herself into the flames.

The devastation Shiva felt when he heard of this was terrible. He came to the place of his loved one’s death and prayed for her soul to live again. He danced with her blackened, charred remains and washed her body in his tears. He smeared his flesh with her ashes, and then returned to his mountain home where he sat cross-legged in the snow and closed his eyes against the world and every pleasure it contained. There he mourned for a thousand years while the Pole Star glistened high above, around which the heavens all revolved, the hub of time, not life or death in which each soul shall be reborn. And so it was with Sati, when her spirit waxed like a springtime moon and entered the newborn, living flesh of a princess of the mountains.

That child was called Parvati – which means she who is of the hills – and from the moment of her birth, Parvati longed for nothing more than to leave her father’s home and go in search of Shiva, to love him as Sati had before.

When at last she found the god she offered him gifts of flowers and food. She knelt in the snow to wash his feet, and prayed in freezing mountain streams. She was to suffer many trials before Shiva accepted her love for him, when at last he opened his eyes, and said, ‘Oh thou bowed beauty. I have caused thee much misery and pain. Take my hand, and live with me in my palace, high up on the slopes of Kailasa. There thou shalt become Mahadevi. There thou shalt be divine.’

And there she lives to this very day, proving by her constancy that death is but a little dream. Death has no beginning. It has no end. It is only the mortal body that dies, our souls forever to be reborn, until every wrong has been righted, and every debt has been repaid, and then there will be the nothingness, which is Nirvana. Perfect bliss.

Those years I lived in India, I think they were my paradise. And Bhamini – that was my ayah’s name – she was my guardian angel. I used to call her Mini. She called me Priyam – Beloved.

I will never forget that last summer when my father sent Mini and me to the hills to escape the city’s heat and disease – and also the threat of another war, although I knew little of war back then, only that the first, against the Sikhs, had begun when I was still a babe. And when that was done, when the British prevailed, my father brought Mini and me from Benares to live in the city of Lahore.

My father began his army career when enlisting as a surgeon with the British East India Company. But, later, his role was ‘political’, aiding the work of the Resident who spoke for The Company’s interests on the Punjabi Durbar, the council made up of Sikh generals and the aristocracy of Lahore, who ruled in the place of the boy Maharajah – the boy who was five years older than me, who was still too young to be aware of the simmering tensions and deceits that had led to the loss of his Golden Throne.

In the hills we were very far away from those dangerous games of politics. In the hills, we heard no bugle calls, no fifes or drums or marching feet to wake us in the mornings. In the hills we rose to the squawking of parrots, or the coos of doves on the windowsills and, sometimes, if my father was absent, then Mini would dress me as she did, in the salwar kameez – a loose tunic, with trousers secured by a string at the waist – with a gauzy dupatta to cover my head should we walk into the villages.

On those walks I liked to see the big houses with English names on the gates; names like Moss Grange or Sunny Bank, with gardens full of hollyhocks and roses trained around the doors. Our garden was full of roses too, but less constrained, more rampant growths that twined through trailing jasmine stems. Their perfume was dense and intoxicating when blowing through the window screens where, every morning, I liked to stand and look out at the saffron yellow skies, below which I always hoped to see the tiger that sometimes walked the lane – that sometimes stopped at the end of our driveway to scratch its great paws on the gateposts.

In the villages they often told of children snatched by tigers, and those children never seen again. And such a fate I might have shared, for there was one morning when Mini was sleeping, when none of the other female servants had by then emerged from their mud hut which was set at one side of the mango tope – and the gardeners who slept upon the verandah (charged by Papa with guarding me) were lying as silent as the dead. It was almost as if each one of them had been cast beneath an enchantment. Not a breath, not a snuffle or snore was heard, and had I wished, had I been so inclined, had I been some demon murderer, I could have crept along the rush matting and lifted the rifles stored under their charpoys and blown out the brains of every man – or else used the rifles’ bayonets to slash any one of their sleeping throats. That’s what the worst of the dacoits did. That’s what Balkar, the coolie, always said.

Instead, I crept right past them, on down the wooden verandah steps, to wander across the dew-wet grass and then beneath the banyan tree where, within the basket weave of growth that was knitted together to form its trunk, there was a shrine to Shiva. It was the lingam, the stone phallus, of which Mini said I must not breathe a single word to Papa, although what that stone might signify was something then unknown to me. But I knew that it was sacred. It was where Mini went to pray each day, to pour water, or incense, or milk, or ghee upon the shaft’s thick, rounded tip.

That dawn, when I’d looked from my window, it was very near to the banyan tree that I happened to spy a little deer. A hog deer, a doe I thought it must be. It had no horns as the males did, or else it might be very young, not yet having learned to be frightened of men because, as I drew closer, when it scented my presence on the air, it did not try to run away, only raised its head and stood quite still to gaze through baleful, moist brown eyes.

‘Shush … I won’t hurt you,’ I hoped to assure it, reaching out with one of my hands, and just about to stroke its neck when it suddenly startled. And so did I, hearing the scream of alarm it gave, almost like a peeping whistle – after which the deer bolted away, the white flashing flag of its tail held high as it crashed through the shrubs at the garden’s end. I watched until it disappeared, lost in the shadows of black and green and then, somewhat dejected at not having made myself a friend, I turned to go back to the house again – only to find myself face to face with the predator that had caused its flight.

Above my head the dawn sun throbbed. Its light glinted down through the banyan leaves. But my flesh was cold and prickling, frozen in that one moment of terror, with the tiger no more than three feet away, and so tall that its piercing yellow eyes were on a level with my own. There was nothing, nothing else in the world but the gleam of those mesmerising orbs, and the swirling stripes of gold and black each side of its enormous jaws – the jaws with white, barbed whiskers which were then stained and wet with blood, through which I heard a low, deep growl, a vibration of sound that filled my ears and continued when the creature moved. But, not to attack me as I feared, only to stretch and extend its legs, and to flex its paws, like dinner plates, through the stems of the grass on which I stood. I felt its claws, like razors as they grazed against the tips of my toes, as it lowered its head in a sort of salaam, after which, when the creature rose again it proceeded to circle around me. Its movements were slow and languid, but so close that I felt the ripple of muscle, and the fur, so much softer than I had expected when it brushed against those parts of me where the skin was not covered by my shift. I could feel its breath on the back of my neck, on the curve of my cheek, on my parted lips, and that breath smelled noxious, of fetid meat. I felt sure the beast would be eating me. But instead it did something very strange – something which, when I thought of it afterwards, created a mixture of dread and excitement, filling my veins with a rushing thrill whenever I recalled the way the tiger’s muzzle rubbed my cheek, and then on down, along my arm, all the way to the wrist and back again. Another sound, deep in its throat, something between a groan and a purr, and then the tiger’s rasping tongue began to lick my face, my neck – licking at all the trails of red that it had smeared onto my flesh, until, as if quite satisfied, it left me trembling, near to a faint, as it stalked away through the thicket of trees and followed the path of the deer before.

I ran back to the house and crept into my bed. I lay there, breaths shaking, pretending to sleep while I waited for Mini to wake me. When she came, when she dressed me and saw the wounds, she gasped and took me by the hands. Saying, ‘Arré! My thumbling, what have you been doing? Have the rats been nibbling your toes?’

‘Oh …’ I looked down to see them, the lines of finely crusted scabs. ‘It might have happened yesterday, when I wasn’t wearing any shoes.’

Well, it might! I had been barefoot, when Balkar chased me along the drive, and some stones in that gravel were very sharp.

‘And you didn’t even cry. Such a brave little butcha, my Priyam!’ Mini smiled her relief and kissed my cheek, and the state of my toes was forgotten then, and very soon they had quite healed. But not so easily lost for me was the thought of the creature who’d caused those cuts – of which I dared not breathe a word. Not to Mini, not Balkar, or anyone else. If Papa learned that I’d gone out and roamed through the gardens alone at dawn, well, I couldn’t imagine what he’d say. But, more than that: if it was known that the tiger had dared to scale our walls, then I feared that he would have it shot.

I did not want to see it die, even though I knew, deep in my heart, that the tiger could never be my friend. The tiger was wild and dangerous, a creature of instinct and appetite, a force of nature all its own.

I knew if the tiger had wanted to feed, my flesh would have tasted just as sweet as that of any mountain deer.

It was the third day of Shuckla Paksha. The Bright Moon Fortnight in Shravan. The time of the festival of Teej. The festival of Married Bliss. Balkar was driving the bullock cart, taking Mini and me to a mountain shrine where women from the villages were gathering to feast and dance – to celebrate Parvati and her perfect love for Shiva.

I was snuggling up to Mini’s side, both of us batting away the flies that buzzed about around our heads. In a way, I was glad of those insects. They stopped me from dropping off to sleep, for it was very late at night and I was lulled by the rock of the cart, by the rise and fall of Mini’s breaths as I rested my cheek upon her breast.

Through a yawn, I forced myself to sit, and asked, ‘Mini, why do they call it Teej?’

‘It is named for the little red beetles who know when the monsoon rains will come … who burrow their way up through the soil and crawl across the ground above, to signify new life, new love.’

I thought I could hear those beetles then, rustling through the groves of pine where rising mists were swirling. I peered very hard through the veils of grey and whispered, ‘Could there be tigers … crawling towards us through the trees?’

Balkar glanced back with teasing eyes. ‘Not only tigers, little one! There have been ghosts seen in these woods, Rakshashas too – the demons who roam about in cemeteries!’

‘Rakshashas?’ Very slowly, I echoed this gleeful announcement, already fearing Balkar’s words when his dreadful news was carried on.

‘The demons who suck on children’s blood, who can only walk at night, because the sunlight burns their flesh, but—’

‘No more of this nonsense!’ Mini snapped. And then, to lure my mind away, she suggested that we sing some songs – some Christian hymns that I had learned in the Sunday school, back in Lahore.

We sang ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’. We sang ‘For the Beauty of the Earth’. And the earth was truly beautiful when we first caught sight of the mountain shrine, where the growth of the trees was sparser and the track began its steep descent. And there, in the bowl of a valley, was the gleam of clustered temple domes, all the pillars and arching terraces with statues of monkeys and holy bulls, with crumbling roofs and balconies where ancient trees had taken root. Glittering in the very midst there was the most enormous pool, and Mini told us those waters were sacred, having been formed from Shiva’s tears when the god had been inconsolable at the loss of his first beloved wife.

Mini said, ‘No one knows how deep it is. By day it is an emerald green. By night it forms a mirror, reflecting the stars and the moon above. And anyone who enters then may bathe in the waters of heaven, enfolded in Lord Shiva’s arms … as if another goddess wife.’

‘I want to bathe in Heaven!’ Impatient and excited now, I could hear the sounds of laughter, of chattering and singing from those already in the shrine. I was tugging hard on Mini’s hand. My hand. Her hand. Fingers entwined – along with the patterns of flowers and leaves that formed brown stains upon our skin – what Mini had painted the day before with the crushed leaves of henna, and oil and water; all coming together like mirrors then, until she lifted high my arms and shaped my fingers like a prayer. But a prayer with a space left in between, and in that space I held the moon, and the moon was as bright as a diamond – a vision that held me quite entranced as Mini leaned closer and murmured, ‘A full moon, my dearest … that is an omen for thee to heed. But come, see its light in Shiva’s pool.’

A thousand souls it seemed to me were gathered there around the pool, and every single one of them – every mother, sister, daughter, aunt – was dressed like me and Mini; each one as if she was a bride, in reds and pinks and greens and golds. They were singing, ‘Om Namah Shivaya. Hara Hara Mahadeva’. They were chanting the name of Parvati. Some of them were holding lamps. Some of them were holding bowls. Brass bowls full of honey, or sandalwood paste, or oil of rose, or sticky ghee. Some bowls they filled with Shiva’s tears. They poured them on a lingam stone. I watched the water trickle down, to flow amongst the marigolds that formed a carpet on the ground. But where one woman’s veil came loose and fell across those yellow blooms, that trailing silk, it looked like blood.

Dawn was already gilding the skies by the time we arrived back at the house. And how surprised we were to find my father waiting at the gates – he and several other men armed with guns and rifles, and every single one of them about to come in search of us.

We had not expected his visit. He had not expected to find us away. And, seeing us back his anxiety was replaced by a seething anger, when Balkar (poor Balkar, so afraid) explained exactly where we’d been – and then ran off while Mini wept, while my father refused to look her way when making the announcement that he could not trust her with my care – that he had decided to take me home.

I thought he was talking about Lahore, but very soon I was to learn that ‘home’ for my father was England – even though he’d not been there in years – even though his own mother and father had also lived in India.

The following day, when we made to depart, when Mini came to help me dress, and not in the coolness of flowing silks but in starched skirts and petticoats, I felt her fingers trembling, and I saw that her eyes were rimmed with red, and I heard the sorrow in her voice when she said, ‘Go with the gods, my dearest one. I pray that Lord Shiva will care for thee and carry thee gently in his arms.’

‘But Shiva will carry thee as well … for surely thou wilt come with us?’ (Whenever my father was not around I often mimicked Mini’s voice, what the memsahibs in the regiment church might scorn and call my ‘chi-chi’ ways – even though they spoke that way themselves when reciting their Bible verses, or during the singing of the hymns.)

‘No,’ Mini sighed as she lifted my wrist, around which she wound some coloured threads, and into those threads were knotted beads – little glass bubbles of red and green, and some seeds of the rudraksha tree: the rough, bobbled nuts which are sacred to Shiva, which I’d seen in a painting in Mini’s room as being threaded at his throat, and through the plaits of his matted locks, along with snakes and flowers, along with the stars and the crescent moon.

‘Always wear this, my dearest,’ Mini said while she tied the bangle’s threads. ‘It shall be a token of our love. And every time you touch a bead you shall know that Mini thinks of thee, and that Mini shall be praying still for her beloved’s safe return.’

I never imagined not coming back, never seeing my ayah’s face again. But, I do sometimes wonder now if Mini knew exactly what my father planned to do with me. I think of her that morning, and how shocked and bewildered her lovely face when she stood by the tiger-clawed gateposts to watch our carriage drive between, when my father called out for the vehicle to stop, then left me alone while he went to her side. He placed a hand upon her arm and whispered something in her ear – something that I could not hear. But, I could see quite well enough how he reached a hand into his pocket and drew out a large brown envelope and pressed that into Mini’s hands. And whatever it was – well, I think I know now, and Mini must have done as well because, when my father returned to me, when the carriage was setting off again and I strained to look back and wave goodbye, I saw Mini standing there, perfectly still. Mini just stared but she did not move, until she screamed my father’s name – a sound that was shrill and alarming, a sound like the warning cry of the deer in the moments before the tiger appeared, during which she lifted up her arms, and holding high that envelope she tore it in two, then two again. Little scraps fluttered down about her feet.

My father said it was summertime when we first arrived at Southampton docks. But, so often I found myself shivering and oppressed by the dreariness of days when it seemed all the colours in the world had been bleached away to a dirty grey. My father left me yearning for the only home I’d ever known to live in a house like a darkened maze where, at first, I was very often lost in the claustrophobia of walls too close, of ceilings too low, of narrow stairs that led up and up to a bedroom where the walls had been papered with rosebuds. But those flowers were pale imitations, too regimented and prim by far when compared with the fragrant, blowsy blooms we’d left behind in India. I would lie in that bedroom and think of home, feeling hungry but never wanting to eat, with the food so bland and lacking taste. And the only thing to comfort me was to stare through the gloom to a gap in the shutters, where I sometimes saw the starlit skies and wondered if those self-same stars were shining over India. To sparkle in my ayah’s eyes.

None of those stars could offer warmth when my first English winter came around, when, even with a fire to burn in the grate in the little bedroom hearth, the air was always much too cold – so cold that some mornings a layer of ice would form a skin in the water bowl. And then I would crawl back into the bed and bury myself in the blankets, and draw up my knees and bind my toes in the pocket made from my nightgown’s hems. I would blow hot air onto my hands and when my fingers grew less numb, twist at the glass and rudraksha beads that Mini had wound about my wrist – just as I’d done when on board the ship, when I had been tortured by seasickness, where once I had been delirious when taken with a fever.

Hearing the constant creak of the paddles, I imagined that rhythm to be the sound of Shiva beating on his drum; the thrumming of eternity as he guided me through Limbo Land, that misery – not life, not death – in which I longed for Mini, to be lying again at my ayah’s side and not in a cramped ship’s cabin, but in an airy mountain house, where her fingers would softly stroke my cheek, the glass of her bangles tinkling, her hair like black silk as it wove through mine and spread across the pillow.

How I pined for what I’d left behind, for Mini’s scent of musk and patchouli, instead of the ocean’s salty tang. How I yearned for the music of Mini’s voice as she told her tales of Hindoo gods – as I heard her whisper in my ear,

‘Far, far away, my heart’s dearest, is a palace atop of Mount Kailash where Shiva lives in wedded bliss with his goddess bride, Parvati …’

Once, those words were all it took for my heart to start thudding in anticipation, thinking of love and fire and death as I stared through my bedroom window to see amongst the banyan trees the roosting bats that looked like fruits as they clustered in the branches. And, if the skies were clear of cloud, then above those branches the stars would shine and the Pole Star would hang like a lantern, and the moon, round and ripe as a mango, would gleam upon the snowy tips of mountains in the distant range.

My mother died when I was born. I suppose that is why I liked that tale, to think her soul might still live on, perhaps upon a mountain top, where the Pole Star glittered high above and crowned her head in silver light.

We followed the Pole Star to England. It looked like a beacon – a diamond. I saw it one night when my father insisted I leave the nest of my cabin bed and take some fresh air on the deck of the ship. He said we might see some flying fish. But while my hands clutched the wooden rail, all slippy from waves then spraying up, when I stared down at the sea below all I could see was a cauldron of demons who were splashing and raging, who roared in my ears. And over that noise I had to shout while staring up at the skies instead, telling my papa about the star, and the god on whom it always shone, and how I hoped my mother’s soul might feel its light and be reborn.

Papa frowned to hear me then. He said that I was much too old to believe in the stories my ayah told, that they were no more than fairy tales. He had no faith in reincarnation. He refused to be drawn on my mother’s soul or where it might be living then – in Heaven, Nirvana, or anywhere else.

Instead, he told me what was true, which was that my mother had died in Benares and that my father blamed himself for ever having married her, for luring her from England to live in a climate too arduous for one whose health was delicate, for whom there came the tragic toll when a childbirth fever claimed her life.

I always feel a pang of guilt to think that I lived when my mother did not – yet more because I bear her name. My name is Alice Willoughby. A name in exchange for a life.


THE BIRD WITH A STONE FOR A HEART

It was early September, a Sunday. By then I was twelve years of age and four of those years had already passed with me living in the Windsor house; the house that, so I had presumed, belonged to my Aunt Mercy; Mercy Matthews, my mother’s sister.

Sundays were sacrosanct, a day reserved for going to church, with no visitors welcomed through the door of the tall, stuccoed house in Claremont Road – though my aunt was not at all averse to callers on other afternoons, to share tea and cakes and ‘kindnesses’ in the intimacy of her parlour. Those visits were rarely surprise events, with flurries of letters received and sent, with times and dates then written down in the book of appointments in the hall, in the pages of which I often looked to discover if my aunt might chance to be occupied for an hour or two. If she was, then I might creep upstairs and go on a visit all my own, when I would enter the secret room that Mercy did not know I’d found – or the friends that I had made there.

Since those very first days in Mercy’s house I had found myself being strangely drawn to the closet, the room my aunt used as a wardrobe, which was set at the back of the first floor hall. Really it was very small, being barely more than eight feet in length, but large enough for a long bevelled mirror which stood to one side of the window, and across one wall an Indian chest, the drawers of which all overflowed with the powders and paints that Mercy used whenever entertaining ‘friends’. In one of the drawers she kept her jewels. The silver and gold. The mourning jet. The precious stones she said were paste. But no one would ever think to guess, for they glittered so very prettily, the brooches and chokers and necklaces with which my aunt adorned herself.

I liked to try them on as well, whenever Mercy was not there, to see the transformation occur when I had completed the artifice by rouging my lips or piling my hair into tumbling curls above my head. Is this what my mother looked like? I would lose myself in a reverie, cocooned in that closet as if in a womb, in the hanging crush of Mercy’s silks, all the velvets and muslins and gauzy lace that draped from hooks on the walls around. And perhaps some of those garments which appeared to be somewhat old-fashioned, my mother might have owned before – though when I asked Mercy about such a thing her lips only twitched in a frown of dismissal. ‘There is nothing of my sister’s here. Whatever she might have left behind was disposed of many years ago.’

A strange thing, to have so little care about the fact of my mother’s death. I soon learned not to ask such things, not with Mercy’s features so hard and closed, with her lips determined to stay clamped shut, as if the one sister hoped to erase everything of the other’s memory.

If only the odour of Mercy’s sweat could have been erased as easily, for even when doused in her perfumes, the violet being her favourite – that sickly sweetness much beloved of English ladies I had met – a sourer odour lurked beneath, exuding its way through the weave of her gowns, the sombre mourning blacks and greys that hung within the closet walls – through which, one day, I pressed my hands and discovered the door to another world: the world I came to call the Shrine.

In truth, it was only a bedroom, but Mercy always kept it locked, and the key that connected that room with the closet – the door that led from there to the Shrine – I’d found that one day when I’d dropped some pearls that I had been holding against my throat, when I’d had to crouch on hands and knees while scrabbling about to find that string, for fear of incurring Mercy’s wrath should she happen to look and find it lost. As my palms were swept across the boards, wincing at the prick of a splinter or two, I lowered my face to squint under the dresser, where my eyes caught the glint of something else. Something metallic and iron black. Something that had lodged in a narrow gap between the floor and the skirting board. And that was the key to the hidden door.

Curiosity was my curse. I never could restrain myself. Very soon I’d entered the gloom where, despite the shutters being closed, sufficient light still dribbled in through the window of the closet behind to reveal the spinning specks of dust thrown up by the sudden disturbance of air when, with every cautious step I took on into that stagnant atmosphere, an inner conviction grew more intense that this was the room where grandmother died – the grandmother who’d shared this house while I still lived in India. I saw a big half tester bed. I saw a withered floral wreath that lay upon one pillow. On the other, the pale sheen of a nightgown, as if only recently laid out for the owner to pull on that night. On a marble stand set close to the bed there was an empty water glass, and a mixture of bottles, of potions and pills, just within reach of the fumbling hand that might extend to grab at them; the trembling hand with snaky skin and dark brown spots against the white.

Oh yes! I clearly saw that hand. I felt it brush against my cheek. But I wasn’t the least bit frightened. I knew that my grandmother was kind. I could see the smile on her face when I plumped up the pillows on which she lay, or smoothed the creases from her sheets, or sat myself down on the end
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