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Prologue

Lahore, 1839

JINDAN HASN’T SLEPT FOR TWO nights now, waiting by the sickbed of Maharaja Ranjit Singh along with his other wives. They’ve recited the Guru Granth Sahib until their throats are raw. Birth and death are subject to the command of the Lord’s Will. . . . He who believes in the Name becomes victorious. They’ve given away their finest Kashmiri shawls, jewels, cows, horses, elephants, sacks of gold coins. Jindan doesn’t own as much as the other queens. She came to her marriage empty-handed and has never cared to cajole gifts from her husband. But she, too, has gifted a triple-stranded gold necklace to the Jagannath temple hoping for the recovery of the Sarkar, as his people lovingly call him.

She kneels on the marble floor, grateful for the stone’s coolness, and rests her head against the carved gold bedpost. As the maharaja’s youngest wife, and his favorite, she’s allowed certain liberties. The other women sit straight-spined, palms joined stiffly. Some of them send her cutting glances from under their veils. She doesn’t care. It’s stuffy in this room with too much whispering, too many people—Hindustani vaids, European physicians, the senior courtiers, servants, priests, punkha pullers—and of course the wives, covered from head to foot as custom dictates. Above her head, the canopy bears down, a solid sheet of beaten gold. It oppresses her. Surely it oppresses the maharaja, too. He’d prefer to lie on the roof, she knows, in sight of the stars, as was his pleasure on summer nights. He’d breathe better there in the open with the city that he conquered and made his own stretching out beneath him. The intricate, beloved tapestry of Lahore, city of myth, fashioned from the wilderness before time began by Lav, son of Ram.

But to whom can she say this? Who will listen to her? The power she possessed even a few days ago, as the Sarkar’s favorite queen, has faded.

In a corner of the chamber, the chief minister, Wazir Dhian Singh, his thin, sharp face chiseled from granite, stands still and stern though he must be as exhausted as they. More so, because he has been going back and forth every hour, informing the nobles waiting in the Diwan-i-Khas of the latest developments, reminding Kanwar Kharak Singh to stay close by so he can get to the chamber right away if the king calls for his eldest son and heir. Making sure the army is kept in readiness, just in case the British decide this is a good moment to cross the Sutlej River. In the city they whisper that were it not for Dhian Singh, the day the Sarkar dies the kingdom would shatter like a mud pot dropped by a careless housewife.

Dhian watches the doctors with keen suspicion as they administer medicines and poultices. Where his master is concerned, he trusts no one. When Ranjit Singh mumbles, he’s the one who interprets the sounds rightly and strides forward with a lota of water. He holds the gold pot to the maharaja’s lips, raising his head as tenderly as a mother. The maharaja takes a slow sip and whispers something. Dhian’s eyes widen and, for a moment, dart toward Jindan. He looks troubled, but he touches the maharaja’s hand to his forehead, a gesture of fealty. What is he agreeing to?

Jindan’s temples pound. The mirror-tiles on the walls glitter mockingly. Bits of Dhian’s story float up in her mind: how he came from distant Jammu, young and hungry, knowing no one in the big city. A common trooper, he caught the Sarkar’s attention and rose rapidly, even though he wasn’t Sikh but a Hindu. Her husband was always open-minded that way—quick to spot talent and even quicker to reward it. Perhaps that is why he invoked lifelong loyalty in so many men.

Jindan wishes the Sarkar would open his eyes. Look at me, she wills him. Just once. Then she feels selfish. You don’t need to look at me. Just open your eyes, that’ll be enough. How small he appears in the bed, as though he’s shrunk in these few days. The women have started a new chant: They who practice truth and perform service shall obtain their reward. She joins them, lips moving automatically to the familiar words, but inside her head a different litany plays: What will happen if he dies? What will happen to my baby, my Dalip, who is not even a year old? 

She pushes away that traitorous thought. The king has weathered worse. Illnesses, accidents, injuries, hunts and battles gone wrong, his thigh clawed by a tiger, a spear tip breaking off in his chest. Didn’t he survive them? The smallpox in his childhood that took his left eye. The disease in the brain, a few years back, that caused him to fall to the ground, unable to move the left side of his body for days. Didn’t he triumph over them all, ruling the greatest kingdom left in Hindustan? The only man with enough power to hold back the British? That’s how it’s sure to be again. A few weeks and he’ll be laughing that raucous bark of a laugh, asking for his favorite horse, Laila, to be brought to him, feeding her lumps of jaggery with his own hands before springing onto her back. He’ll be calling for more wine, more dancing girls, fireworks, pleasure boats, wrestlers, qawwaali singers ferried all the way from Lucknow. And after they’ve all left, it will be just the two of them, intertwined in the cool underground chambers of the Summer Palace, her lips traveling over his body the way he likes . . .

She’s reeled back into the present by Dhian Singh’s announcement that the queens must return to the zenana quarters. Jindan gathers her courage and protests. “Let the others go; I need to remain. I won’t be in anyone’s way.” She knows how to make herself small and invisible. She learned it in her village childhood from her brother, Jawahar. A useful skill when one needs to escape chastisement. “I have to be here when my Sarkar calls for me, as he surely will.” She imagines her husband’s hand reaching for her, finding nothing. But Dhian shakes his head, courteous, implacable.

Jindan is forced to adjust her veil and file out with the other queens. They don’t look at each other. If they see their fear reflected in another’s eyes, it’ll become real. It’ll bring the Sarkar bad luck.

The ministers have lined up in the passageway outside. The Crown Prince, Kanwar Kharak Singh, stands at their head, looking confused. He’s a good-hearted man but weak and, she’s heard, overfond of opium. Dhian straightens Kharak’s jeweled turban for him, disapproval obvious in his fingers.

A servant rushes up with a gold bowl containing saffron paste. Jindan knows what it’s for. In the presence of his courtiers, the Sarkar is going to put a tika on Kharak’s forehead, binding them to the new king in loyalty so that his beloved Punjab will be safe after he’s gone.

* * *

THE HAVELI THE KING gifted Jindan when she gave birth to Dalip ten months ago is her favorite place in the world. She has never owned a home before this. Her childhood was spent in a village hut belonging to a foulmouthed landlord who was always threatening to throw them out. The haveli has a few small rooms; its walls are plain yellow sandstone, its floors, slabs of gray, its windows, no more than slits. It is nothing like the palatial homes where the important ranis live, with majestic arches and domes, walls inlaid with precious stones, and mosaic floors intricate with Mughal designs. She wouldn’t have felt at home there; the Sarkar, a perceptive man, and kind when statecraft allowed him to be, knew that.

But tonight she strides blindly through the house, taking no comfort in it. Her maid Mangla, who has been watching over baby Dalip, hurries forward to ask how the Sarkar, God protect him, is doing. Jindan shakes her head. She can’t speak.

“Dalip is hungry,” Mangla reminds her.

Jindan’s breasts ache, full and heavy. It would be a relief. But no. She has only a little time. She must use it in the best way.

“You give him milk,” she tells Mangla. “You lie down with him.”

Usually, Jindan loves nursing Dalip. His weight in her arms, his sucking mouth, that sudden joyful release in her chest. The way his trustful limbs slacken when he falls asleep. But tonight she’s glad that she started him on cow’s milk a few weeks ago. He’s a good baby. He mostly sleeps through the night. Even when he wakes, he will not cry for her. He’s used to being with Mangla because of all the nights Jindan spends with the Sarkar. That’s a good thing. If Dalip cries, she can’t think. His distress cuts into her like a saw.

“Eat something,” Mangla begs. “You haven’t eaten since yesterday. At least drink a little buttermilk. I made it the way you like, with salt and crushed mint.”

Jindan is touched by Mangla’s concern. But she can’t. She must stay focused. She must carry out the resolution that came to her when she was sent away from the Sarkar’s chamber.

In her bedroom, she takes her thick braid and knots it to one of the bars of the window. This way, if she nods off she’ll be jerked awake. Her plan is to stand at the window all night, facing the samadhi of Jhingar Shah. He was a great saint, the protector of the qila. His spirit still resides in his tomb. When Dalip had the bloody flux, she fasted and prayed there for twenty-four hours, and the next morning her baby opened his eyes and smiled at her.

She’ll beg the saint for his blessing all night. Tomorrow, the Sarkar will be better.

She tightens the knot to make sure it won’t come loose. She faces the samadhi and clasps her hands so hard the skin turns white. She feels the prayer pulsing in her belly.

If Jindan wants something badly enough, she can make it happen. She believes this completely. Isn’t every major event in her life, all twenty-one years of it, proof of this?

How else could she, a girl from a no-name family on the outskirts of a small town, end up in Lahore, city of emperors? How else could she possess a haveli in the heart of this fortress textured by centuries of history? How else could she, the daughter of a dog trainer, become the Sarkar’s favorite queen? How else could she give him what many of his wives, though they were married to him in his prime, failed to produce: a son to delight his old age?

She is about to learn how wrong she is.





I

Girl

1826–1834





1

Guavas

I’M DREAMING OF MOUNTAINS, ICY and terrifying, when a surreptitious sound wakes me. It’s very early, the sun barely risen. I sit up cautiously on the frayed charpai I share with my mother and my older sister, Balbir. I must not disturb them. Once they’re up, the morning will no longer be mine.

Silence all around except for Biji’s mild snores. Then I hear it again, the cautious click of a wooden door. I extricate myself from under Balbir’s leg. She’s a greedy bedmate, a stealer of pillows in the summer and of our shared quilt in the winter, quick to pinch me if she thinks I’m being insolent, and quicker to complain that everyone treats me better because I’m prettier.

I hurry out to the yard. The charpai where my brother Jawahar sleeps is empty. But the hanging chain-latch on the outer door still sways lazily. I rush outside without changing my night salwar-kameez. I have only two other pairs anyway, both for school. I don’t bother with sandals. Where we live, on the muddy edge of Gujranwala, it doesn’t matter.

My brother’s off on another adventure. I’m determined to share it this time.

Jawahar’s adventures mostly have to do with stealing food, because we never have enough to eat. Unlike the children of poorer families, we can’t beg either. That would destroy our father’s reputation as a big man. Our father, Manna Singh Aulakh, works—and lives—in the Badshahi Qila in Lahore; he’s told us that Maharaja Ranjit Singh, the Sarkar himself, speaks to him every day. It wouldn’t do for the townspeople to see his children begging. My mother is the hardest worker I know, a skilled embroiderer of phulkari shawls. But there are many talented women in our village and not enough business. So Jawahar steals. He usually sets his spoils next to the wood-burning chulha for Biji to find: corn from a khet, grain laid out to dry, mangoes from someone’s orchard. Biji accepts them wordlessly, thankful and ashamed at the same time. Jawahar always keeps aside something for me: a juicy apricot, or a handful of sweet jamuns that turn my lips purple. We sit on the bank of the grass-choked stream that stutters along behind our hut, pretty enough but sadly devoid of fish. I listen with hushed breath as he tells me how he crept into the orchard, how he managed to outrun the guard dogs. At eleven, he’s only two years older than me, but there’s no one in the world I admire more. I want to be a provider like him, not just a mouth to feed.

Today, I’ll prove myself.

I run down the dusty path and when it forks—cornfields to the left, orchards to the right—choose the orchards, praying to Waheguru that I have chosen correctly. Is it appropriate to pray on a thieving mission? It must be, for there’s Jawahar, loping along, bony-shouldered, barefoot like me because he broke his chappal straps months ago. I catch up with him, panting.

Hearing footsteps, he whirls around, fists up. When he sees me, he scowls. “Go home, Jindan. Now.”

I beg. “Please, veer. Please.”

Finally he gives in, mostly because time is passing. Soon the farmers will come to water the trees, and we must get away before then. I slip my delighted hand into his. We run to the guava groves.

High in the branches, we search for the riper fruits. I’m proud of how I scrambled up the tree, keeping up with Jawahar, though in the process I ripped my salwar at the knee, which is bound to earn me a beating from Biji. There are fewer guavas than I’d hoped for.

“Not the season yet,” Jawahar explains, “but later you won’t be able to get into the grove because the farmer will hire guards.”

I bite into a fruit that’s green and tart. I know I’ll get the runs if I eat too many, but I’m so hungry. Jawahar’s deft fingers seek out the best guavas. He drops them into his jute bag. He gives me a couple to tie into the corner of my kameez. The bag is getting respectably full. He whispers that he might be able to trade with a neighbor who’s not too finicky about where things come from: a handful of guavas for a bowl of wheat. Then he stiffens. There’s a green turban in the distance.

“The owner,” Jawahar whispers. “Quick! Jump!”

He’s down already, ready to run. But the ground looks so far.

“Come on, Jindan.”

Panic freezes me. The turban bobs, closer now. I’m crying. We’ll get caught because of me.

“Do what you did when you went up, only backward.” His voice is calm and patient. “One foot at a time. I know you can do it.”

I start down, still sobbing. But I’m too slow.

Jawahar says, “I’m going to distract him. You take the bag and run. Go by the river path. The grasses will hide you. Put the bag in our special place behind the broken kiln. Don’t tell Biji anything.”

He dances away from the tree, shouting derisively while holding up two guavas. The man bellows and chases after him. He’s caught the farmer’s attention. I slide to the ground. My knee is skinned; my salwar rips further. But I have the bag of guavas. I run and pray. Waheguru, protect my brother.

* * *

AT HOME, I LIE heroically to Biji. Sometimes it’s better for mothers to not know the truth.

“I was at the river, trying to catch a fish. I lost track of time. No, I don’t know where Jawahar has gone.”

Biji twists my ear but not too hard, because she hasn’t seen the torn salwar yet. Hurriedly, I wash with the leftover water at the bottom of the bucket and change into my school salwar-kameez, a too-large hand-me-down from Balbir, discolored from many washings. I don’t want to be late for school which, unlike my siblings, I love. I feel lucky that Biji gave into my entreaties and let me study. Most of the families here don’t believe in educating their girls. I drink the watery lassi Biji has saved from last night and pick up my slate and chalk.

Someone’s banging on the door. It’s green turban, dragging Jawahar by a thin arm. My brother’s nose is bloody and one eye is swollen shut.

I didn’t pray hard enough.

Green turban describes the thievery with dramatic gestures. Listening to him, you’d think we’d stolen a mountain of guavas. He tells Biji there was someone else with the boy, but he hasn’t been able to get that information out of him. The boy wouldn’t even tell him his name, but luckily one of the farmhands recognized him. He glares at all of us. “If I wasn’t such a kind man, I’d have taken this thieving bastard to the village sarpanch.”

Balbir, who’s timid and law-abiding, starts to sniffle. I join her because it’s a good strategy, but I wish I could run a kirpan through the man’s fat gut instead.

When he kicks Jawahar, though, I can’t control myself. I run at him and butt him hard with my head, yelling at him to leave my brother alone. Everyone is shouting now, Biji saying get back here, Jawahar saying stop. I kick at the man’s shins and pull at his kurta, trying to tear it, but the cotton is too thick. He gives me a hard slap that lands me on the ground.

“Crazy bitch,” he snarls. And to Biji: “A fine way you’ve brought up your children! Even the girl’s no better than a wildcat.”

Biji’s face grows dark. She grabs my arm and twists it hard. But I don’t care. Jawahar has crawled under the charpai. I’ve saved him, at least for the moment.

Green turban shakes his fist and shouts some more insults in which he generously includes our entire ancestry. Finally, having run out of breath, he turns to leave. At the door, he tells Biji, “You’d better control your children, woman. Next time I’m going to the panchayat. I’ll make sure the boy ends up in the jailkhana.”

After green turban leaves, Biji slaps me hard. “Because of you, I have to hear all these gaalis from a stranger!”

Jawahar crawls out from under the charpai. “Don’t punish her for my fault,” he croaks.

Biji picks up a piece of firewood. “Your fault! You’re right about that, kambakht! Shaming the family like this. I’ll show you today.”

He crouches, resigned, shielding his head as she brings the firewood down on his back. “Tell me who was with you! Which no-good loafer are you running around with? Tell me!” She hits him again. We’re all crying now, Biji loudest of all. “Your father’s bound to hear of this, and then what will I do?”

But I suspect a deeper reason for Biji’s grief. Sure enough, she drops the firewood and crumples to the ground, sobbing. “What kind of mother am I that I can’t even feed my children?”

Jawahar raises his face a little. With his good eye, he winks at me. Smart girl. I’m proud of you. I know that when all this is over, we’ll slip away to the old kiln. He’ll give me the ripest guava from the bag and call me a clever girl, and we’ll laugh over the day’s adventures. At night, after Biji and Balbir have gone to sleep, he’ll repair my salwar because he knows how to do everything. Maybe I’ll tell him about my strange mountain dream.

I’m going to remember this moment forever, and my brother’s bruised, smiling face, which I love so much that it feels like someone is wringing my heart like Biji does with our laundry.

The two of us, Jawahar, against the world.





2

Manna

MANNA SINGH. SOMEHOW I CAN’T think of him as Father. Perhaps because he’s rarely with us. He descends upon our household with a storm’s whimsy, sending no notice of his coming. “Only fools waste money on messengers,” he claims. But I think his real motive is to catch us off guard.

Today, loud and jovial, he flings open the courtyard door. “Hello, my bride, I’m starving! What’s there to eat? Makki ki roti and saag, I hope, because no one in Lahore makes them like you.”

Biji’s eyes flash. She knows him too well to be taken in by his easy charm, but she speaks politely. “The grain pots are empty. You didn’t send any money last month.”

I marvel at how deftly she hides resentment—something I’m no good at. Biji knows that if she angers Manna, she’ll get nothing out of him. He’ll shout and throw things, then go and stay with his cousin, who lives in the heart of Gujranwala. They’ll go carousing. Next morning, he’ll stomp back to Lahore with an aching head and empty pockets.

Biji’s strategy works.

“I must have forgotten,” Manna says, compunction on his face. “Hard to keep track of everything when one has as many responsibilities as I do. The Sarkar counts on me for advice, you know.” He scrabbles in his waistband and takes out a fistful of coins. He can be generous when the mood strikes him. He beckons to Jawahar, standing watchful by the door. We all know to be watchful when Manna is around because his laughter can suddenly become a scowl or a slap. “Here, boy, get your mother whatever she needs from the market. And tell the butcher I want goat meat tomorrow. Enough for twelve people. We’ll have a feast!”

Jawahar exchanges a quick glance with Biji before he sprints away. He’ll bargain hard and save as much of the money as he can. We’ll hide it for leaner times.

* * *

AFTER LUNCH, MANNA RELAXES on the charpai. I’ve brought him all the pillows in the house. He leans on them regally and orders us to line up in front of him. He tells Balbir she’s growing too fast; he’s not yet ready for the expense of a daughter’s wedding. Balbir hunches her shoulders to make herself smaller and stares at her feet.

“For heaven’s sake!” Manna barks. “Stand up straight. I’ll have even more trouble marrying off a hunchback. And you, boy, how are you doing in school?”

“Excellently,” Jawahar replies, looking Manna in the eye. “Teacher ji says I have a good head for numbers.”

I admire how skillfully he lies. In reality, he skips school often. I do his homework and go over his books with him before examinations. Still, last year he almost failed.

“Good, good,” Manna booms. “A skill with numbers is always useful. I’ll take you to Lahore one of these days. Find you a job at the palace. The Sarkar won’t refuse me.”

Later that night, when the rest of the household has fallen asleep, I make my way over to Jawahar, who is lying on the floor because Manna has taken his charpai.

“Will he really take you to the palace?” I want what’s best for Jawahar, but I can’t imagine life without him.

Jawahar shrugs. “Who knows? Half the things he says, he never does.”

But I hear the longing in his voice.

* * *

TODAY, AFTER LUNCH, MANNA focuses on me. “And how’s my little girl?”

“I’m well, Father,” I answer, flushing with pleasure at the attention. “I’ve learned the times table until twelve. I’ve read everything in my textbook even though it’s only the middle of the year. Bhai Sahib says my handwriting is the best among all his students. I can recite by heart from the Gurbani. Would you like to listen?”

“Yes, yes, why not!” Manna smiles indulgently as he settles into the pillows.

I kneel and close my eyes to create a mood of reverence. The hard ground hurts my knees, but no matter. I love the ancient words. Singing them is almost like flying. By His Command, souls come into being; by His Command, glory and greatness are obtained. By His Command, some are high and some are low; by His Command, pain and pleasure are obtained. 

Someone taps my shoulder. Jawahar.

“You can stop now.”

I open my eyes. Manna is snoring; his mouth hangs open. Waheguru, is it very wicked of me to hope a bug flies into it?

* * *

IN THE EVENING, THERE’S a feast. We own few vessels, so Biji sends me to borrow pots and thalis from the wives of the men who have been invited. She cooks all day until her face is red from the heat of the chulha. Karhi and rice, cauliflower, chhole, goat curry. Balbir is a better cook, so she rolls out parathas. I’m stronger, so I fetch water and firewood. Jawahar is dispatched to the sweet shop for jalebis.

“Don’t let them slip you stale ones,” Manna warns as he sips his sharbat. “Make sure they’re fried in front of your eyes.”

Manna’s friends bring bamboo modhas to sit on and toddy to drink. Biji piles the platters with food, and we carry them to the guests. My mouth waters. Why must we wait until the men are done? I wolf down a jalebi when no one’s looking and lick the syrup from my fingers.

After dinner the men crowd around Manna, asking about the big city and his illustrious employer. I take my time clearing away the thalis. I, too, want to hear the tales of the Sarkar. He was born here, in Gujranwala, to the rich and powerful Sukerchakia clan and, even as a child, moved in circles far removed from us. None of us have ever actually seen him. Still, we think of him proprietorially as our own.

“Does he live in that big qila in Lahore, which people say is hundreds of years old?”

Manna nods. “He does indeed, when he’s not on the battlefield, routing those Afghan dogs. The Badhshahi Qila is his favorite among his many fortresses. It’s so big, you could fit this entire village inside it three times over. Yes, I live there, too. Do you know how much it cost to build just the Naulakha pavilion, with its winged roof? Nine lakh! Not silver, idiot! Gold pieces. Ashrafis. No, our Sarkar didn’t build it. He has too much sense to waste money like that. He snatched it from the Afghans, just like he snatched the Koh-i-Noor. You’ve never heard of the Koh-i-Noor? Why, it’s the world’s largest diamond, that’s why it’s called Mountain of Light. As big as my two fists put together. If it’s in a dark room at midnight, you won’t need lanterns—that’s how powerfully it shines. The Afghan king used to wear it in his crown, but our Sarkar, he’s a good Sikh, humble. He wears a turban. He’s put the Koh-i-Noor on an armband and wears it only when he has foreign visitors, to show them the might of Punjab.”

In the firelight, I see a rare awe on Manna’s face as he lists the Sarkar’s other magnificences: the fair-skinned dancing girls from the hills of Kashmir who perform all night for him in the Red Pavilion; his ghorcharhas, a cavalry made up of the bravest young men in all of Punjab, unbeaten in battle; kennels full of the fiercest hunting dogs; enclosures for the royal elephants; and stable upon stable of pedigreed horses, culled from several countries. The Sarkar loves his horses the most. More than his wives, even. He has a thousand horses right in the qila, and more outside. The most famous of them is Laila.

“I’ll need a whole month to tell you the marvels of Laila and how the Sarkar got her,” Manna says. “It cost him sixty lakh rupaiyas and a war. In the summer, Laila stays in Hazoori Bagh, where it’s cool. She has a room of her own right next to the Sarkar’s bedchamber . . .”

Is all this real, or is it spun out of Manna’s longing to impress his listeners? In any case, I’ll daydream about it for days to come. For now I stand and listen, my arms loaded with a stack of forgotten dinner dishes. If only I could see all these magical things, even just once.

One of Manna’s friends who has drunk too much toddy remarks, “Your kudi here, what is she now? Twelve? Thirteen? She’s becoming real sohni. I bet in a couple of years she’ll be as pretty as any of the dancers in the Sarkar’s court.”

I turn away, blushing. An annoyed Manna orders me to get back to Biji. He chides the man, sternly proclaiming that the women of his household are not to be spoken of in the same breath as those Kanjaris.

But the next day, as I wash the dishes, or feed the goat, or do my schoolwork, or play hopscotch with Balbir, I feel Manna watching me. When I serve him dinner, he asks me to hold out my hands. He turns over my palms and examines them with displeased eyes. “Keep Jindan out of the sun,” he tells Biji. “I don’t want her getting dark. And no more scrubbing pots. It’s making her hands rough, like a peasant’s.”

“And who will help me?” Biji demands, no longer bothering to hide her annoyance. She’s upset because when, earlier in the day, she had asked him for rent money, Manna said he didn’t have anything more to give her. “Why did you throw a feast, then?” she cried. But Manna merely turned away from her with a grimace of pain, massaging his aching head.

“If the girl doesn’t learn housework,” she continues, “who will choose her to be their daughter-in-law?”

“My Jindan? Why, anyone would be delighted to bring such a pretty girl into their family.” Manna’s eyes crinkle merrily as he smiles at me. “Would you like to go to Lahore sometime, beeba? Would you like to see the great palace where I live?”

“Me?”

“Yes, you!”

Waheguru, is he teasing me—because he does that sometimes—or does he really mean it?

There’s a sudden flash of scarlet in the night sky. Is it the last of the sunset? A flock of foreign birds? A fire? I take it to be a sign. But of what?

In the corner of the yard, Biji, about to serve dinner to us children, becomes still as stone.

“Well? What do you say?” Manna asks.

I don’t trust myself to speak. I nod vehemently.

Manna grins. His teeth are straight and white, rare in a man who grew up poor. “I’ll take you soon if you’re a good girl.”

“And Jawahar? He’ll come, too, right?”

“Yes, yes. Now go eat your dinner.”

I’m not sure Manna heard me. His narrowed eyes pass through me as though he’s seeing the future. Inside his head, I can sense strategies swarming like giant bees.

Raising his voice, Manna tells Biji, “Woman, make sure you give our Jindan a piece of mutton. I’m stepping out for a little while.”

He’s going to the village square, where his friends have gathered to play cards. He won’t be back for a long time.

There are only two pieces of mutton left in the bowl, neither of them large. Biji hesitates over them.

“Why should she always get the best things?” Balbir hisses. “All of you like her better. It’s not fair.”

I’m suddenly tired. “Let her have the mutton,” I say. I take my thali to the other end of the yard and lower myself to the ground. I dip my roti in the dal, which is cold and lumpy by now. After a few minutes, Jawahar comes and sits by me. He tears his piece of mutton in two and gives me the bigger part, the one with the bone, because I love to suck on marrow. Together, we sit and eat, chewing slowly to make the food last longer.
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Lahore

I’M NO LONGER GOING TO school. It’s the greatest tragedy, so far, of my life, but no one understands this. After all, didn’t Balbir stop attending last year, telling Biji she’d had enough of books? Hadn’t the other girls in my year dropped out, one by one? Several of them were betrothed now. Jawahar, too, had stopped going to class and begun hanging around the tea shops instead, though Biji doesn’t know it.

Perhaps because Jawahar was no longer around, the boys at school started paying too much attention to me. Though we were in different rooms during classes, they tried to talk to me afterward, to walk me home. When I refused, they started following me, singing lewd songs. I didn’t tell Jawahar. I didn’t want him to get into a fight. I collected rocks in my school bag and one day, when their catcalls made me lose my temper, I threw them at the boys. By luck—good or bad, I wasn’t sure which—I hit the leader’s head. There was blood, a lot of shouting. I ran home while his friends milled about him.

After that, I knew I couldn’t go back to school. When I told Jawahar, he slapped his thighs and snorted with laughter. I wish I could have seen it! He didn’t understand how this abrupt end to my education broke my heart. But he did carry a letter to Bhai Sahib where I explained what had happened.

Bhai Sahib was distressed because I’d been his best student. It was why he’d kept me in the school this last year, even though I couldn’t pay the fees. But he agreed that I needed to drop out. He promised to send me lessons through Jawahar. We knew he couldn’t come to my house. With two young girls and no male head-of-the-household, there would be gossip.

But Jawahar soon grew tired of trudging back and forth from Bhai Sahib’s home. He went once in two weeks, then once a month, and then stopped altogether. I was devastated, but what could I do? Everyone around me felt I’d had more education than was good for me. Wasn’t I fifteen already? Even Biji said that too much book-learning made a girl uppity.

Now I spend my time helping Biji with phulkari work. People like my polite manners and nimble fingers and hire me to make their wedding dupattas. I bring in some money for the family this way. But each day I sense my world shrinking further.

* * *

AFTER BEING AWAY FOR almost a year, Manna shows up one day—thinner, with a sharp new crease between his brows. He hands Biji a small bag of coins and tells her there isn’t any more; his eyes shift away from her consternation. He sits heavily on the charpai. I bring him water, but he drinks only a little and then stares into the tumbler. In the evening, after dinner, instead of going down to the village square, he curls up on the charpai and gazes into the flames of the cook fire until Biji comes over to check if he has a fever.

He doesn’t, but something is clearly wrong.

In the morning, he beckons me to sit by him. “And how is my sweet girl?” he says with forced joviality. “What are you learning in school?”

“I’m not going to school anymore,” I reply.

“Good, good. No point wasting time and money on things you have no use for.”

I wonder what he’d do if I tell him why I dropped out and how I feel about it. But he’s already off on another subject.

“You’re looking good, beti, though you’re still too thin. Doesn’t your mother feed you!” He smiles to indicate that it’s a joke.

Biji bangs the pots she’s washing. “I’d feed her more if you sent more money. I can’t cook special things just for her and leave the others to watch while she eats. She wouldn’t do it, anyway. She’s not that kind of girl.”

Manna looks injured. “I send as much as I can. Life in the capital is expensive—but how would you understand that? Very well, I’ll take Jindan back to Lahore with me when I leave. You’ll have one less mouth to feed.”

My heart lurches—part excitement, part surprise. “Will Jawahar go with me?”

“Sure!” Manna says airily. “Now, is anyone going to give me nashta, or should I just starve?”

Biji sets down rotis and alu sabzi in front of him. “Take Balbir, too. She’s never been outside this town. A trip will do her good.”

Manna pats Biji’s cheek; he can be charming when he wants. “I can’t leave you all alone here, can I, with no one to help?”

Inside the hut, I find Balbir sprawled facedown on the bed, crying. I touch her shoulder, feeling sorry. “I’ll bring you a gift.”

Balbir flings my hand off. “He’s always liked you better,” she spits, “just because you’re pretty.”

Anger takes over my mouth. “Is it my fault that you’re not?”

Then I’m ashamed. Waheguru, what kind of girl am I?

* * *

IN THE MORNING, MANNA says, “It’s too expensive to take two children to Lahore. I’m only taking Jindan.”

Biji is upset—but it’s more than that. There’s something new in her face. Fear. She pleads and then shouts, but Manna is adamant.

Biji holds me tight. “Take Jawahar instead, then.”

Manna yanks at my arm. “Come on, bitiya, the bullock cart for the city will leave soon.”

I look at my brother, his eyes like a kicked dog’s. “I’m not going.”

“What’s that, girl?” Manna bellows.

My stomach cramps from dread. Manna has an iron hand, and he doesn’t hesitate to use it when he loses his temper. Still I say, “If you don’t take Jawahar, I’m not going.”

He boxes my ears hard. “Disobedient ungrateful badtameez child! You will come with me.”

The pain makes me gasp, but I refuse to cry. Biji curses and tries to pull me away. Jawahar grabs Manna’s arm, begging him to stop. Manna throws him off, grabs my shoulders and shakes me. Blurry lights dance in my eyes. I make my body go slack and drop to the ground. “You’ll have to drag me to Lahore, every step.”

Manna draws back his foot, his face full of fury. He plans to kick me in the stomach. He did it to Jawahar once.

“Stop!” Biji cries. “She’s a woman now. You’ll hurt her childbearing parts.”

Suddenly Manna laughs.

“You’ve got spirit, girl—I’ll give you that. You’re like me that way. Ah well, maybe it’ll come in handy sometime. Go on then, both of you. Grab your things. Thanks to all this drama, we’ll have to run all the way to the bazaar.”

Along the bumpy road to Lahore, Jawahar and I are jostled in the back of the buffalo cart. Manna has negotiated a cheaper fare by squeezing us in among baskets of jackfruit. He himself is up front, conversing with the driver, affable as he always is with outsiders.

Jawahar doesn’t say anything. But when no one’s looking, he puts an arm around my shoulder and gives me a hug.

* * *

WHEN WE REACH LAHORE after hours of bone-rattling travel, Manna puts on a fancy turban and combs his beard. He walks differently here, holding himself tall; he is no longer the lout who farted and belched with abandon and spat wherever he wanted in our courtyard.

We enter the walled city late in the day, through a massive stone gate grander than anything I’ve seen.

“The Masti Darwaza,” Manna says. “Lahore has twelve gates like this, all hundreds of years old. See the soldiers on the ramparts, so fine in their yellow jackets? See their toradar guns? The Sarkar gives arms to every man when he enters his service. That’s why this is the safest city in the country. I almost joined the army when I first came here.”

I hear him sigh, a rueful sound. For a moment I see the young man he was, arriving in the capital with his head full of dreams.

We walk through Moti Bazaar, down a narrow street flanked by buildings with friezed balconies and ground floors crowded with shops. People jostle each other, some wearing kurta pajamas, turbans and fez caps. A few are red-faced and dressed in vilayati pants and coats.

“French soldiers,” Manna explains. “And these, short and slant-eyed, are Gurkhas from the mountains. All are welcome in the Sarkar’s army, except for the British, whom he doesn’t trust. And rightly so, I say.”

Lahore makes me realize how little I’ve seen of life. I gawk at the wares in the shops. Elegant veils and kameezes in brilliant colors, embroidered jutis that I covet because my sandals, which I’ve outgrown, hurt my feet. Shawls, quilts, bolts of satin, wall hangings, lace covers, pillows like floating clouds, jewelry, spices, perfumes, goblets set with glittering stones, the slender, gleaming stems of hookahs, carpets into which my feet would probably sink all the way to my ankles if I were allowed to step on their silkiness. And food. Heaps of samosas and bhaturas, pots bubbling with alu sabzi and spicy chickpeas, multicolored sweetmeats arranged on platters so big I could curl up and sleep on them, kebabs roasting on skewers over fire pits. Saliva floods my mouth. I want to tell Manna how hungry I am, but I’ve used up all my favors by being so stubborn this morning.

I don’t care. I’d do it again for Jawahar. I slip my hand into my brother’s, and together we stare at this magical city filled with riches beyond our grasp.

* * *

A MUSTACHIOED HORSEMAN DRESSED in bright blue silks comes galloping around a corner and almost runs me over.

“Are you blind, girl?” he yells. “Don’t you know to get out of the way? Allah! These bewakoof village bumpkins!”

Jawahar jumps back, startled, but I’m angry more than anything else.

“You’re the bewakoof!” I shout, shaking my fist at the disappearing horseman. “Hurtling down the street like that, not caring who you might trample.”

“Shut your mouth,” Manna admonishes. “Talk like that’ll get you in trouble here.” But he isn’t really angry. Lahore has put him in a happy mood. “Come, I will buy you biriyani.”

I stand beside Jawahar outside a tiny stall, scooping steamy, spicy rice and pieces of meat from a leaf bowl with my fingers, copying Manna carefully because I don’t want to shame him. The meat is so tender it dissolves in my mouth. It is the tastiest thing I’ve ever eaten. I want to ask Jawahar if he agrees, but his full attention is on his food. His jaws move with methodical efficiency. His eyes are glazed with pleasure. It would be blasphemy to disturb him.

Manna eats with easy elegance, making sure not to soil his beard, which looks more flowing and lustrous than it did back home. He exchanges pleasantries with the cook, who seems to know him well.

“You’ve brought your beta–beti from the village, I see.”

“Yes. Time they experienced a bit of the world.”

“Well, our beautiful Lahore is certainly the place for that. Will you find the boy a job here?”

“That’s my plan. You know how it is. Idle hands, shaitan’s tools.”

“Ah yes. How about the girl?”

“Oh no, girls in our khandaan, they don’t work.”

The man nods his approval. “And the dogs, how are they?”

“I’ll know in a while. My assistants had better have taken good care of them, or else they’ll get a whipping.”

“Next time around, I want to be born as those dogs. What a life!”

I’m astonished to learn that my father owns dogs who live so enviously well. And has assistants who can be whipped. In the multitude of stories he has recounted about his life in Lahore, he has never mentioned them. But why not?

I exchange a glance with Jawahar, who looks concerned.

Manna dips a ladle into a fat-bellied matka that sits on the street corner and pours out cool water for Jawahar and me to drink, and wash our hands. In Lahore, he seems kinder than in Gujranwala.

“Our Sarkar put these jars on every street. He wanted to make sure no one in his city goes thirsty.”

I drink in grateful gulps. This Sarkar sounds like the perfect king.

“If only they were filled with wine instead of water!” Manna laughs, then waits until we chime in.

* * *

WE WALK BECAUSE MANNA says we ate too much and now there’s no money for a cart. My bundle grows heavier by the moment. My sandal straps cut cruelly into my feet. But I’m too fascinated to care. The city is like a dream in which anyone could wander for a hundred years, and Manna is an enthusiastic guide.

“This is the Baroodkhana Masjid—you think it’s a mosque, but it’s really an armory. Lahore’s like that—nothing in this city is what it seems. Behind these walls are the Shalimar Gardens, four hundred fountains and one lakh flowers. The common people aren’t allowed inside, but I’ll take you two one day.”

I believe him, though I know I shouldn’t.

“Those buildings painted in jewel hues, with hanging balconies and iron-spiked walls? Those are the havelis of the courtiers. That big one there, with the decorated friezes and the grand, carved roof, belongs to Wazir Dhian Singh, the most powerful man in the kingdom—after the Sarkar, of course. Look, the Sheranwala Darwaza! The live lions you see pacing on either side are to remind all who enter the city that our Sarkar is Sher-e-Punjab.”

A fort looms over us, pink in the last of the evening light. Massive, gorgeous, overwhelming. Lit by hundreds of diyas, glimmering like heaven. A slender minaret, crowned with the moon, rises up. It makes my heart ache though I cannot explain why.

“The Badshahi Qila,” Manna says.

“Where you live?” Jawahar asks, excited.

Manna nods. He’s oddly quiet.

In front of us is a gate with stairs so wide that had someone described them to me, I’d have thought he was lying.

“The Hathi-Paer Darwaza,” Manna says.

“Why’s it so huge?”

Manna scowls at my ignorance. “On feast days, the royalty ride on elephants through this gate.”

I imagine elephants painted with kumkum and covered in silks moving majestically down the stairs, accompanied by drummers and flower girls. Cheers erupt from the crowds waiting outside the palace. The lead elephant carries the Sarkar. I’ve never seen a picture of him, so I create one: tall and muscular, a swirling black mustache, a glittering gold-embroidered turban, a naked sword raised high above his head . . . No, this is a peaceful procession; I replace the sword with a jeweled scepter.

“Enough gawking. We have to get through the side door before they close the qila for the night.”

Still in a trance, I follow. Uniformed men with severe beards and tall turbans guard the entrance, rifles at the ready. They scowl, pointing to Jawahar and me. Manna bows ingratiatingly, explaining. Finally, we are allowed to pass.

To one side, I notice an enormous garden full of red blooms. A sweet unfamiliar scent assails me. I risk Manna’s irritation and ask the name of the flowers.

“Roses. Our Sarkar loves them, just like the Mughal emperors did. Enough questions now!”

Why is Manna so annoyed? I glance at Jawahar. He’s frowning, which worries me.

Stately buildings loom in front of us. Manna recites their names, but hurriedly. The triple-domed Pearl mosque. The Diwan-i-Aam, where the Sarkar meets with commoners. The Diwan-i-Khas, where no commoners are permitted. The Sheesh Mahal, decorated with countless crystals. The zenana with covered-up windows, where queens and concubines live.

I’m confused by this rapid litany. No matter. It’s not like I’ll ever visit any of them.

We pass beyond the buildings to a large grassy area, lit only by open fires flickering along the edges. Here’s an odor I know well: dung. Long lines of stables, a hathikhana filled with the soft snuffles of elephants. Above them, quarters for the grooms and mahouts.

Where are we going?

At the far edge of the animal compound, we turn into an alleyway echoing with frenzied barking. The dogs throw themselves so hard against their enclosures that the wooden walls shudder. They must be large and very strong. I take a step back, but Manna gives a sharp whistle and the dogs fall silent.

We stop outside a low-roofed hut, decrepit, soot-blackened, even smaller than our house in Gujranwala. This is where he lives?

Now I understand why he’s been irritable. The fantasy he’s created for us all these years is about to crumble.

Manna throws open the door. A rancid odor greets us.

“Home at last,” he says, with a grin that’s more of a grimace.
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Hovel

I LIE ON THE FLOOR OF an alcove used to store odds and ends, on a thin mat that does little to cushion the uneven stones digging into my back. In the dark, Jawahar is an angry shape nearby, his head covered with a blanket in spite of the heat because Manna hinted at the presence of cockroaches. Manna left as soon as he’d shown us the basics: the room where he slept on the only cot, the outhouse and the cooking area in the yard. He said he needed to check on the dogs.

“He’s probably with the other animal trainers, getting drunk,” Jawahar spits from underneath the blanket. “I bet that’s where his salary goes. That’s why he lives in this shithole. All his big talk for years about how he’s the Sarkar’s personal friend, when he’s nothing but a cleaner of dog turd. We were better off in the village. At least I had a cot to sleep on and fresh air to breathe.”

I’m unwilling to write Lahore off so quickly. Yes, Manna’s lies have come as a shock. But I sense mysteries all around us. Just going to the well near the stables and fetching water had been an adventure. Walking through the dark filled with whickers and intermittent trumpeting. Tomorrow I plan to visit the horses. Maybe the grooms will let me pet one of them. It’ll be something to remember: I touched a horse belonging to the Sarkar.

* * *

I WAKE TO MANNA’S whistling. He’s in a sunny mood. He won last night at cards, he tells us. Before he goes off to the kennels, he tosses a few coins to Jawahar. He tells him where the market is and what to buy.

“Don’t let them cheat you now. Tell them whose son you are.”

“Does he really think the shopkeepers care about a dog trainer?” Jawahar scoffs after Manna leaves. I want to go with him, but he says, “Let me check things out first.”

I’m left to sweep and mop, roll up the sacking that covers the narrow window so a breeze can venture in, and pace the hut, worrying, until he returns. In the distance, the harsh, questioning cry of the peacocks sounds a warning: Kya, kya, kya?

But Jawahar returns sweaty and victorious, lugging sacks and bundles, balancing a watermelon on his head. In a good mood now, he describes how huge the bazaar is, filled with foods he’s never seen. He breaks a piece off a big golden-brown tile of jaggery for me; he knows I love sweets. We submerge the watermelon in a bucket of water so it will be cool by mealtime. Jawahar lights the chulha in the backyard and helps me chop vegetables—tasks he’d have disdained as women’s work back in the village.

We put together a meal that would have made Biji proud. Manna nods his satisfaction as he eats the karhi-chawal, the alu sabzi. He pronounces the watermelon to be sweet and juicy and commends Jawahar’s keen eye. But when I ask if we might go and see the animals, he shakes his head.

“A rowdy, rascally lot, those grooms. Not proper for you to be anywhere near them. I don’t want them making lewd comments about you. Or Jawahar picking up their bad habits. You’re not to step out of the yard when I’m gone, either of you. Not even to get water. If anyone comes by, bar the door.” He glares. “If I find out you’ve disobeyed me, I’ll give you both a beating you’ll remember.”

Having made his point, Manna becomes cheerful. He tells us about the big hunt that’s happening in a couple of weeks. Three major clans of Punjab are going to take part in it. The Sarkar’s animals must perform better than theirs. The dogs need to be trained hard.

“I’ll be late coming back. I’ll eat with the other trainers. Finish your dinner quickly and go to sleep. Wish I could lie around the house all day like you two! Be sure to put out the lamp as soon as you’ve eaten. Oil doesn’t fall from the sky like rain.”

Once Manna has gone, Jawahar mimics him. “If I find out you’ve disobeyed me . . . Well, he won’t. I’m off to explore the city.”

I grab his arm. I refuse to miss out on another adventure. “I’m coming with you.”

Jawahar shakes his head. “It’s easy for a boy to slip away—there are plenty of them working around the qila. I’ll blend in. But everyone will notice a girl.”

“They’d think nothing of two boys, though,” I say.

Jawahar understands right away. A grin breaks over his face. “Hurry, then. It’s a good thing you’re still so skinny. Look, I saved some coins from what Manna gave me. I’ll buy you a treat.”

I go into the alcove, wrap a dupatta tightly around my chest and put on a kurta-pajama that Jawahar has almost outgrown. He pulls my hair into a topknot, ties a turban over it, and pronounces that I make a fine boy. No one questions us as we slip out of the qila.

The hours pass in a blur of delight. Jawahar had made enquiries at the bazaar earlier. Now he takes me to one sight after another: the maidan where trainers bring their performing monkeys, the glittering jewelry shops at Anarkali Bazaar, the huge Zam-Zammeh cannon, gleaming like new though it has been standing in the open for years. The vendor from whom we buy jalebis tells us, “Even the British laats come all the way to see it. The Afghan king had it designed specially to battle us Punjabis. He attacked us with it, but our Sarkar defeated him like this.” He snaps his fingers.

Our Sarkar, I think with pride as I bite into the jalebi. I imagine him twirling his glossy black mustache as he plans battle strategies.

The place that remains in my heart is the Gurdwara Lal Khoohi, where, a long time ago, Guru Arjan Dev was killed by Jahangir’s henchmen. The caretaker tells us the story: “They tortured the Guru by pouring burning sand over him. But he refused to give up his Sikh faith and become a Musalman. He said, I have made this body and mind a sacrifice to my Lord. I have shaken off the fear of death. If you sit beside the well at midnight, you’ll hear the Guru praying with his last breath for his people.”

To love something—or someone—so much that you would willingly sacrifice yourself. I want to be brave like that.

Reentering the qila, I’m afraid someone will stop us, but the gatekeepers pay us no attention. Jubilant, we plan another excursion for tomorrow afternoon.

* * *

“BOY!” MANNA SHOUTS FROM the door when he comes home for lunch the next day. “Waheguru ji di kripa, I found you a job.” He pauses to be thanked, then cuffs Jawahar on the ear when he stares back sullenly—but not too hard because he’s in a good mood.

The job is at a blacksmith’s shop not far from the fort. They do everything: fashion tools, shoe horses, repair swords, sharpen those newfangled bayonets that the army has started using. Manna will take Jawahar there as soon as they’ve eaten—no point putting off a good thing. The blacksmith, Suleiman, is a friend of Manna’s. Wasn’t it a stroke of luck that Manna ran into him when he came to the qila to shoe one of the Sarkar’s favorite horses?

“Suleiman’s strict but fair. He’ll treat you well. You’ll learn a good trade. War or peace, there’s always work for a blacksmith. He’ll give me your salary, as is right, but I’ll give you a few coins each week to spend as you like.”

When they leave, Manna locks the door of the hovel from the outside. “This’ll keep you safe. You can use the indoor chulha to make dinner.”

I protest, banging on the door, but he ignores me.

That night, Jawahar and I whisper bitterly.

“I’m nothing but a slave, making money for him. Look at the blisters on my palm just from this afternoon’s shift.”

“Me, I’m a maidservant and a prisoner.”

“He lied about Lahore, what our life here would be like.”

“You were right. He can’t be trusted. Let’s run away, veer.”

“We’ll do it tomorrow morning. I’ll pretend I’m going to work. As soon as Manna leaves for the kennels, I’ll hurry back. You be ready. I’ll break the lock with a stone. I still have a few coins left. They’ll get us part way to Gujranwala. After that, we’ll walk.”

But Manna is shrewder than we think. The next morning he puts an arm around Jawahar’s bony shoulders and declares he’ll walk him to work. He waves away protests. “Don’t want you to get lost, beta. Jindan, pack him some food so the poor boy doesn’t have to come all the way home for lunch.”

* * *

OUR CANNY FATHER DOES this for the rest of the week. By then, things have begun to change.

When I ask Jawahar how soon we can leave, he hesitates. “Maybe we should stay for a few more weeks.”

“What are you saying, veer?”

A little guiltily, he confesses that his job isn’t as bad as he imagined. He’s learning a lot. The older boys in the shop are showing him how to heat the forge correctly, how to shape different metals. They’ve offered to take him around Lahore on their next day off, which is coming up in a week. He especially likes Suleiman, a good-natured man with a belly-shaking laugh, who is kind to his workers. There’s always tea by the forge, and often snacks. Yesterday Suleiman got a big basket of pakoras and they all ate it together.

I’m happy for Jawahar, but a part of me feels betrayed.

The next week, Jawahar tells me that Suleiman has had a talk with Manna about the importance of allowing young
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