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About the Book

Tilo, an immigrant from India, runs a spice shop in Oakland, California. While she supplies the ingredients for curries and kormas, she also helps her customers to gain a more precious commodity: whatever they most desire. For Tilo is a Mistress of Spices, a priestess of the secret magical powers of spices.

Through those who visit and revisit her shop, she catches glimpses of the life of the local Indian expatriate community. To each, Tilo dispenses wisdom and the appropriate spice, for the restoration of sight, the cleansing of evil, the pain of rejection. But when a lonely American ventures into the store, a  troubled Tilo cannot find the correct spice, for he arouses in her a forbidden desire – which if she follows will destroy her magical powers...
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Tilo

I am a Mistress of Spices.

I can work the others too. Mineral, metal, earth and sand and stone. The gems with their cold clear light. The liquids that burn their hues into your eyes till you see nothing else. I learned them all on the island.

But the spices are my love.

I know their origins, and what their colours signify, and their smells. I can call each by the true-name it was given at the first, when earth split like skin and offered it up to the sky. Their heat runs in my blood. From amchur to zafran, they bow to my command. At a whisper they yield up to me their hidden properties, their magic powers.

Yes, they all hold magic, even the everyday American spices you toss unthinking into your cooking pot.

You doubt? Ah. You have forgotten the old secrets your mother’s mothers knew. Here is one of them again: vanilla beans soaked soft in goat’s milk and rubbed on the wrist-bone can guard against the evil eye. And here another: A measure of pepper at the foot of the bed, shaped into a crescent, cures you of nightmare.

But the spices of true power are from my birthland, land of ardent poetry, aquamarine feathers. Sunset skies brilliant as blood.

They are the ones I work with.

If you stand in the centre of this room and turn slowly around, you will be looking at every Indian spice that ever was – even the lost ones – gathered here upon the shelves of my store.

I think I do not exaggerate when I say there is no other place in the world quite like this.
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The store has been here only for a year. But already many look at it and think it was always.

I can understand why. Turn the crooked corner of Esperanza where the Oakland buses hiss to a stop and you’ll see it. Perfect-fitted between the narrow barred door of Rosa’s Weekly Hotel, still blackened from a year-ago fire, and Lee Ying’s Sewing Machine and Vacuum Cleaner Repair with the glass cracked between the R and the e. Grease-smudged window. Looped letters that say SPICE BAZAAR faded into a dried-mud brown. Inside, walls veined with cobwebs where hang discoloured pictures of the gods, their sad shadow eyes. Metal bins with the shine long gone from them, heaped with atta and Basmati rice and masoor dal. Row upon row of videomovies, all the way back to the time of black-and-white. Bolts of fabric dyed in age-old colours, New Year yellow, harvest green, bride’s luck red.

And in the corners accumulated among dustballs, exhaled by those who have entered here, the desires. Of all things in my store, they are the most ancient. For even here in this new land America, this city which prides itself on being no older than a heartbeat, it is the same things we want, again and again.

I too am a reason why. I too look like I have been here forever. This is what the customers see as they enter, ducking under plastic-green mango leaves strung over the door for luck: a bent woman with skin the colour of old sand, behind a glass counter that holds mithai, sweets out of their childhoods. Out of their mothers’ kitchens. Emerald-green burfis, rasogollahs white as dawn, and, made from lentil flour, laddus like nuggets of gold. It seems right that I should have been here always, that I should understand without words their longing for the ways they chose to leave behind when they chose America. Their shame for that longing, like the bitter-slight aftertaste in the mouth when one has chewed amlaki to freshen the breath.

They do not know, of course. That I am not old, that this seeming-body I took on in Shampati’s fire when I vowed to become a Mistress is not mine. I claim its creases and gnarls no more than water claims the ripples that wrinkle it. They do not see, under the hooded lids, the eyes which shine for a moment – I need no forbidden mirror (for mirrors are forbidden to Mistresses) to tell me this – like dark fire. The eyes which alone are my own.

No. One more thing is mine. My name which is Tilo, short for Tilottama, for I am named after the sunburnished sesame seed, spice of nourishment. They do not know this, my customers, nor that earlier I had other names.

Sometimes it fills me with a heaviness, lake of black ice, when I think that across the entire length of this land not one person knows who I am.

Then I tell myself, No matter. It is better this way.

‘Remember,’ said the Old One, the First Mother, when she trained us on the island. ‘You are not important. No Mistress is. What is important is the store. And the spices.’

The store. Even for those who know nothing of the inner room with its sacred, secret shelves, the store is an excursion into the land of might-have-been. A self-indulgence dangerous for a brown people who come from elsewhere, to whom real Americans might say Why?

Ah, the pull of that danger.

They love me because they sense I understand this. They hate me a little for it too.

And then, the questions I ask. To the plump woman dressed in polyester pants and a Safeway tunic, her hair coiled in a tight bun as she bends over a small hill of green chillies searching earnestly: ‘Has your husband found another job since the layoff.’

To the young woman who hurries in with a baby on her hip to pick up some dhania jeera powder: ‘The bleeding, is it bad still, do you want something for it.’

I can see the electric jolt of it go through each one’s body, the same every time. Almost I would laugh if the pity of it did not tug at me so. Each face startling up as though I had put my hands on the delicate oval of jaw and cheekbone and turned it toward me. Though of course I did not. It is not allowed for Mistresses to touch those who come to us. To upset the delicate axis of giving and receiving on which our lives are held precarious.

For a moment I hold their glance, and the air around us grows still and heavy. A few chillies drop to the floor, scattering like hard green rain. The child twists in her mother’s tightened grip, whimpering.

Their glance skittery with fear with wanting.

Witchwoman, say the eyes. Under their lowered lids they remember the stories whispered around night fires in their home villages.

‘That’s all for today,’ one woman tells me, wiping her hands on nubby polyester thighs, sliding a package of chillies at me.

‘Shhh baby little rani,’ croons the other, busies herself with the child’s tangled curls until I have rung up her purchases.

They keep their cautious faces turned away as they leave.

But they will come back later. After darkness. They will knock on the shut door of the store that smells of their desires and ask.

I will take them into the inner room, the one with no windows, where I keep the purest spices, the ones I gathered on the island for times of special need. I will light the candle I keep ready and search the soot-streaked dimness for lotus root and powdered methi, paste of fennel and sun-roasted asafoetida. I will chant. I will administer. I will pray to remove sadness and suffering as the Old One taught. I will deliver warning.

This is why I left the island where each day still is melted sugar and cinnamon, and birds with diamond throats sing, and silence when it falls is light as mountain mist.

Left it for this store, where I have brought together everything you need in order to be happy.

[image: img_missing]

But before the store was the island, and before the island, the village, when I was born.

How long ago was it, that dry season, that day when heat parched the cracked paddy fields, and my mother thrashed on the birthing mat groaning for water.

Then steel-blue thunder, and jagged lightning that split the old banyan in the village marketplace. The midwife cried out at the veiny purple cowl over my face, and the fortune-teller in the rainfly-filled evening shook his head sorrowfully at my father.

They named me Nayan Tara, Star of the Eye, but my parents’ faces were heavy with fallen hope at another girlchild, and this one coloured like mud.

Wrap her in old cloth, lay her face down on the floor. What does she bring to the family except a dowry debt.

Three days it took the villagers to put out the fire in the marketplace. And my mother lying fevered all the while, and the cows run dry, and I screaming until they fed me milk from a white ass.

Perhaps that is why the words came to me so soon.

And the sight.

Or was it the loneliness, the need rising angry in a dark girl left to wander the village unattended, with no one caring enough to tell her Don’t.

I knew who stole Banku the water-carrier’s buffalo, and which servant girl was sleeping with her master. I sensed where under the earth gold lay buried, and why the weaver’s daughter had stopped talking since last full moon. I told the zamindar how to find his lost ring. I warned the village headman of the floods before they came.

I, Nayan Tara, the name which also means Star-seer.

My fame spread. From neighbouring towns and beyond, from the cities that lay on the other side of the mountains, people travelled so I could change their luck with a touch of my hand. They brought me gifts never before seen in our village, gifts so lavish that the villagers talked about them for days. I sat on gold-woven cushions and ate from silver plates studded with precious stones, and wondered at how easy it was to learn the habits of affluence, and how right it seemed that I should do so. I cured the daughter of a potentate, foretold the death of a tyrant, drew patterns on the ground to keep the good winds blowing for merchant sailors. When I looked at them, grown men trembled and threw themselves at my feet, and that too seemed easy and right.

And so it was that I grew proud and wilful. I wore muslins so fine they could be drawn through the eye of a needle. I combed my hair with combs carved from the shells of the great tortoises of the Andamans. I gazed long and admiringly in mirrors framed in mother-of-pearl, though I knew well that I was not beautiful. I slapped servant maids if they were slow to my bidding. At mealtimes I ate the best portions and threw the leavings on the floor for my brothers and sisters. My mother and father dared not voice their anger, for they were afraid of my power. But also they loved the luxury-life it brought them.

And when I read this in their eyes I felt disdain, and a bile-black triumph that churned in my belly because I who had been last was now first. There was something else too, a deep wordless sorrow, but I pushed it away and would not look at it.

I Nayan Tara, who had long since forgotten the other meaning of my name: Flower That Grows by the Dust Road. Who did not know then that this would be my name for only a little time more.

Meanwhile the travelling bauls sang my praises, goldsmiths impressed my likeness on medallions that were worn by thousands for luck, and merchant sailors carried tales of my powers across the harnessed seas to every land.

That is how the pirates learned of me.
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Turmeric

When you open the bin that sits by the entrance to the store you smell it right away, though it will take a little while for your brain to register that subtle scent, faintly bitter like your skin and almost as familiar.

Brush the surface with your hand, and the silky yellow powder will cling to the pads of your palm, to your fingertips. Dust from a butterfly wing.

Bring it to your face. Rub it on cheek, forehead, chin. Don’t be hesitant. For a thousand years before history began, brides – and those who long to be brides – have done the same. It will erase blemishes and wrinkles, suck away age and fat. For days afterward, your skin will give off a pale golden glow.

Each spice has a day special to it. For turmeric it is Sunday, when light drips fat and butter-coloured into the bins to be soaked up glowing, when you pray to the nine planets for love and luck.

Turmeric which is also named halud, meaning yellow, colour of daybreak and conch-shell sound. Turmeric the preserver, keeping foods safe in a land of heat and hunger.

Turmeric the auspicious spice, placed on the heads of newborns for luck, sprinkled over coconuts at pujas, rubbed into the borders of wedding saris.

But there is more. That is why I pick them only at the precise moment when night slides into day, those bulbous roots like gnarly brown fingers, why I grind them only when Swati the faith-star shines incandescent in the north.

When I hold it in my hands, the spice speaks to me. Its voice is like evening, like the beginning of the world.

I am turmeric who rose out of the ocean of milk when the devas and asuras churned for the treasures of the universe. I am turmeric who came after the poison and before the nectar and thus lie in between.

Yes, I whisper, swaying to its rhythm. Yes. You are turmeric, shield for heart’s sorrow, anointment for death, hope for rebirth.

Together we sing this song, as we have many times.

And so I think at once of turmeric when Ahuja’s wife comes into my store this morning wearing dark glasses.
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Ahuja’s wife is young and seems even younger. Not a brash, buoyant young but raw and flinching, like someone who’s lately been told and told she’s not good enough.

She comes every week after payday and buys the barest staples: cheap coarse rice, dals on sale, a small bottle of oil, maybe some atta to make chapatis. Sometimes I see her hold up a jar of mango achar or a packet of papads with hesitant wanting. But always she puts it back.

I offer her a gulab-jamun from the mithai case, but she blushes fiercely and painfully and shakes her head.

Ahuja’s wife has of course a name. Lalita. La-li-ta, three liquid syllables perfect-suited to her soft beauty. I would like to call her by it, but how can I while she thinks of herself only as a wife.

She has not told me this. She has said little to me, in all her times of coming, except ‘Namaste’ and ‘Is this on sale’ and ‘Where can I find.’ But I know it as I know other things.

Such as: Ahuja is a watchman at the docks and likes a drink or two. Or three or four, recently.

Such as: she too has a gift, a power, though she does not think of it so. Every cloth she touches with her needle blooms.

One time I found her leaning over the showcase where I keep fabrics, looking at the palloo of a sari embroidered with zari thread.

I took it out. ‘Here,’ I said, draping it over her shoulder. ‘That mango colour looks so nice on you.’

‘No, no.’ She drew back quick and apologetic. ‘I was only seeing the stitching.’

‘Ah. You stitch.’

‘I used to a lot, once. I loved it. In Kanpur I was going to sewing school, I had my own Singer machine, lot of ladies gave me stitching to do.’

She looked down. In the dejected curve of her neck I saw what she did not say, the dream she had dared to: one day soon, maybe perhaps why not, her own shop, Lalita Tailor Works.

But four years back a well-meaning neighbour came to her mother and said, Bahenji, there’s a boy, most suitable, living in phoren, earning American dollars, and her mother said Yes.

‘Why don’t you work in this country,’ I asked. ‘I’m sure many ladies here too need stitching. Wouldn’t you like—’

She gave me a longing look. ‘O yes.’ Then stopped.

Here is what she wants to tell me, only how can she, it is not right that a woman should say such things about her man: all day at home is so lonely, the silence like quicksand sucking at her wrists and ankles. Tears she cannot stop, disobedient tears like spilled pomegranate seeds, and Ahuja shouting when he returns home to her swollen eyes.

He refuses that his woman should work. Aren’t I man enough man enough man enough. The words shattering like dishes swept from the dinner table.

Today I pack her purchases, meagre as always: masoor dal, two pounds of atta, a little jeera. Then I see her looking in the glass case at a silver baby rattle, her eyes dark as a well to drown in.

For that is what Ahuja’s wife wants most of all. A baby. Surely a baby would make everything right, even the heaving, grunting, never-ending nights, the weight pinning her down, the hot sour animal breath panted into her. His voice like the callused flat of a hand arcing out of the dark.

A baby to negate it all, tugging at her with its sweetmilk mouth.

Child-longing, deepest desire, deeper than for wealth or lover or even death. It weighs down the air of the store, purple like before a storm. It gives off the smell of thunder. Scorches.

O Lalita who is not yet Lalita, I have the balm to lay over your burning. But how unless you ready yourself, hold yourself open to the storm? How unless you ask?

Meanwhile I give you turmeric.

A handful of turmeric wrapped in old newspaper with the words of healing whispered into it, slipped into your grocery sack when you are not looking. The string tied into the triple flower knot, and inside, satin-soft turmeric the same colour as the bruise seeping onto your cheek from under the dark edge of your glasses.
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Sometimes I wonder if there is such a thing as reality, an objective and untouched nature of being. Or if all that we encounter has already been changed by what we had imagined it to be. If we have dreamed it into being.

I think this most when I remember the pirates.

The pirates had teeth like polished stone and scimitars with handles made from the tusks of boars. Their fingers were laden with rings, amethyst and beryl and carbuncle, and around their necks hung sapphires for luck at sea. Polished with whale oil, their skin gleamed dark as mahogany or pale as birchbark, for pirates come from many races and many lands.

All this I knew from the stories we children were told at bedtime.

They raided and pillaged and burned, and when they left they took the children. Boychildren to make into more pirates, and girlchildren, whispered our old maidservant, shuddering with relish as she blew out our bedside lamps, for their evil pleasures.

She knew no more about the pirates than any of us children. No pirates had been sighted around our little river village for at least a hundred years. I doubt that she even believed in them.

But I believed. Long after the stories were done I lay awake and thought of them with yearning. Somewhere out in the great ocean they stood, tall and resolute at the prows of their ships, arms crossed, granite faces turned toward our village, hair whipped free by the salt wind.

That same salt wind would sweep through me. Restlessness. How tiresome my life had become, the endless praise, the songs of adulation, the mountains of gifts, my parents’ fearful deference. And these unending nights lying sleepless among a gaggle of girls who groaned out the names of boys in their dreams.

I would turn my face into my pillow to escape the emptiness opening like a black hand inside my chest. I would focus my attention on my discontent until it glittered sharp as a hook, and then I would cast it out over the ocean in search of my pirates.

I was using the calling thought, though only later on the island would I learn its name. The calling thought which, as the Old One told us, can draw to you whoever you desire – a lover to your side, an enemy to your feet. Which can lift a soul out of a human body and place it raw and pulsing in your palm. Which used imperfectly and without control can bring destruction beyond imagining.

And so. Others may blame the merchant sailors who carried tales of me to every land for the coming of the pirates. But I know better.

They arrived at dusk. Later I would think it a fitting time, that moment when day cannot be told apart from night, truth from longing. A black mast cleaving through evening mist, a score of torches flickering their avid red over hut and grainstack and cowbarn, already smelling of charred flesh. And later, the flared eyes of villagers, mouths open to scream and only smoke billowing out.

We had been eating when the pirates splintered the bamboo walls of my father’s house and burst upon us. Grease dripped from their blackened faces, and between curled lips, yes, their teeth were polished stone. Their eyes also. Polished and blind as they came toward me, pulled by the force of the calling thought, that gold hook I had sent so heedlessly over the waters. A foot kicked away bowls and pitchers, scattering rice and fish and palm honey, an arm curved casually through the air, driving a sword into my father’s chest. Other hands pulled tapestries from walls, dragged women into corners, piled necklaces and earrings and jewelled waistbands onto a green skirt that one of my sisters had been wearing.

Mother, I never thought it would be like this.

I tried to stop them. Cried out all the charms I knew till my throat was raw, made the signs of power with shaking hands. Blew on a pot-shard to turn it into flint and aimed it at the pirate chief’s heart. But he flicked it away with a finger and motioned to his men to bind me.

My calling thought had set in motion a juggernaut wheel whose turning even I could not arrest.

They carried me through the burning village, I dazed by shock and shame, by this new helplessness. Smoulder of rubble. Animals bellowing their terror. The pirate chief’s voice lifted above dying moans, giving me in awful irony my new name. Bhagyavati, Bringer of Luck, for so I was to be for them.

Father, sisters, forgive me, I who had been Nayan Tara, who had wanted your love but only won your fear. Forgive me, my village, I who in boredom and disappointment did this to you.

Their pain stung like live coals in my chest as the pirates flung me onto the deck of their ship, as we took sail, as the flaming line of my homeland disappeared over the horizon. Long after the calling thought had worked itself out and my powers came to me again, strengthened by hate as power often is, long after I overthrew the chief to become queen of the pirates (for what else I could be I did not know), that pain ate at me. Vengeance did not appease it, as I had thought it would.

This was not the last time I would misguess the workings of my heart.

Ah, I thought I would burn forever, scar and peel and still burn, and I welcomed the punishment.

For a year – or was it two, or three? Time runs into itself at moments in my tale – I lived as queen, leading my pirates to fame and glory, so that bards sang their fearless exploits. I carried this secret pain that branded itself onto each chamber of my heart. This pain, the other face of which was the truth I had learned so hard: the spell is greater than the spellmaker; once unleashed, it cannot be countered.

Nights I walked the decks alone and sleepless. I Bhagyavati, sorceress, pirate queen, bringer of luck and death, my cloak dragging in salt dust like a torn wing.

I would have laughed, except I had no smiles left. Nor tears.

I will never forget them, this pain and this truth, I told myself. Never.

I did not know then that everything is forgotten. Someday.
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But now I must tell you about the snakes.

The snakes are everywhere, yes, even in your home, in your favourite room. Under the hearthstone perhaps, or curled in a nest of insulation in the wall, or camouflaged among carpet strands. That flickering at the corner of your eye, gone when you swivel around.

The store? The store is full of them.

You are surprised? You have never noticed any, you say. That is because they have perfected the art of invisibility. If they do not wish, you will never see them.

No, I do not see them either. Not anymore.

But I know they are there. That is why each morning before the customers come I set earthen bowls of milk in the far corners of the store. Behind the extra bags of Basmati, in the thin sliver of space under the shelves of dals, near the glass case heaped with gaudy handicrafts that Indians buy only when they need to give gifts to Americans. I must do it just right, feel along the floor for the correct spot, warm as skin and throbbing. I must face the right direction, north-northwest, which is called ishan in the old language. I must whisper the words of invitation.

Snakes. Oldest of creatures, closest to the earth mother, all sinew and glide against her breast. Always I have loved them.

Once they loved me too.

In the heat-cracked fields behind my father’s house, the land snakes shielded me from the sun when I was tired with playing. Their hoods spread ripple-wide, their smell cool as wet earth at the bottom of banana groves. In the streams that ribboned the village, the river snakes swam with me skin to skin, arrows of gold cutting through sun-flecked water, telling stories. How after a thousand years the bones of drowned men turn to white coral, their eyes to black pearl. How deep in a cavern underwater sits the king snake, Nagraj, guarding mounds of treasure.

And the snakes of the ocean, the sea serpents?

They saved my life.

Listen, I will tell you.

When I had been queen of the pirates for some time, one night I climbed to the prow of the ship. We were in the doldrums. Around me the ocean lay dark and thick, like clotted iron. It pressed in upon me like my life. I thought of the years behind me, all the raids I’d led, all the ships I’d plundered, all the riches I’d amassed meaninglessly and meaninglessly given away. I looked into the years ahead and saw the same, wave upon inky frozen wave.

‘I want, I want,’ I whispered. But what I longed for I didn’t know, except that it wasn’t this.

Was it death? It seemed possible.

And so I sent another calling thought over the water.

Sky grew dull like the scales of a hilsa fish stranded on sand, air sparked and stung, wind keened in our masts and ripped at our sails. And then it appeared on the horizon, the great typhoon I’d called up from its sleep in the ocean troughs of the east. It came at me, and beneath it the water was boiling.

The pirates screamed their terror in the holds below, but the sound was muffled, like an echo out of my past. When your heart is crusted over with your own pain, it is easy to feel little for others. A question rose in me like the tip of a broken mast in a storm-tossed sea. Had other voices cried to me in these tones once, long ago? But I let it fall back unanswered into the roaring.

O exhilaration, I thought. To be lifted up through the eye of chaos, to balance breath-stopped on the edge of nothing. And the plunge that would follow, the shattering of my matchstick body to smithereens, the bones flying free as foam, the heart finally released.

But when I saw that funnel mouth poised over me, and in it flashes of grey, like whirling knives, a heavy coldness filled my limbs. I knew I was not ready. The world was sweet as never before, suddenly, piercingly, sweet, and I wanted it with all my being.

‘Please,’ I cried. But to whom I did not know.

Too late Bhagyavati bringer of death.

Then I heard them.

A low sound no more than a hum, no match surely for that shrieking gale. But coming from someplace deep and slow, the centre of the ocean perhaps, the ship vibrating with it and my heart also. And their heads held still above the spinning water, the calm glow from the jewel each wore on its crest. Or was it the glow from their eyes that held me so.

I did not know when the typhoon lifted into the sky, when the waves gentled. My body was filled with their song, and weightless, and shining.

The sea serpents who sleep all day in caves of coral, who ascend to the surface only when Dhruva, star of the north, pours its vial of milk-light over the ocean. Their skin like molten mother-of-pearl, their tongues a ripple of polished silver. Who are seldom seen by the mortal eye.

Later I would ask, ‘Why did you save me, why?’

The serpents never answered. What answer is there for love.

It was the sea serpents who told me of the island. And doing so, saved me once again.

Or did they? Some days I am not so sure.

‘Tell me more.’

‘The island has been there forever,’ said the snakes, ‘the Old One also. Even we who saw the mountains grow from buds of rock on the ocean bed, who were there when Samudra Puri, the perfect city, sank in the aftermath of the great flood, do not know their beginning.’

‘And the spices?’

‘Always. Their aroma like the long curling notes of the shehnai, like the madol that speeds up the blood with its wild beat, even across an entire ocean.’

‘The island itself, what does it look like? And she?’

‘We have only seen it from far: green slumbering volcano, red sand of beaches, granite outcrops like grey teeth. Nights when the Old One climbs the highest point, she is a pillar of burning. Her hands send the thunder-writing across the sky.’

‘Haven’t you wanted to go to it?’

‘It is dangerous. On the island and also the waters that touch its roots, her power alone prevails. Once we had a brother, Ratna-nag, he with the opal eyes, the curious one. He heard the singing, ventured closer though we warned.’

‘And then?’

‘His skin floated back to us after many days, his perfect skin still supple as newborn seaweed, smelling of spice. And above it, crying wild, circling till sunset, an opal-eyed bird.’

‘The island of spice,’ I said, and it seemed that I had finally found a name for my wanting.

‘Do not go,’ the serpents cried. ‘Come with us instead. We will give you a new name, a new being. You will be Sarpa Kanya, snake maiden. We will take you over the seven seas on our backs. We will show you where under the ocean Samudra Puri sleeps, biding its time. Perhaps you will be the one to awaken it.’

If only they had asked before.

The first pale dawnlight gleamed across the water. The serpents’ skins grew transparent, took on the colour of the waves. The call of the spices coursed up my veins, unstoppable. I turned my face from the serpents to where I imagined the island waiting for me.

At once sorrowful and angry, their hissing. Their tails whipping the water white.

‘She will lose everything, foolish one. Sight, voice, name. Perhaps even self.’

‘We should never have spoken of it to her.’

But the oldest of them said, ‘She would have learned some other way. See the spiceglow under her skin, sign of her destiny.’

And before the ocean closed opaque over his head, he told me the way.

I did not see the sea serpents again.

They were the first among all that the spices were to take from me.

I have heard that here too in America, in the ocean that lies beyond the red-gold bridge at the end of the bay, there are serpents.

I have not gone to see them. It is forbidden for me to leave the store.

No. I must tell you the real reason.

I am afraid that they will not appear to me. That they have not forgiven me for choosing the spices over them.

I slide the last dish into place under the case of handicrafts, straighten up with a hand pressed to my back. It tires me at moments, this old body which I put on when I came to America, along with an old body’s pains. It is as the First Mother had warned.

I think for a moment of her other warnings which too I had not believed.

Tomorrow I will lift out the dish, empty and licked to gleaming, and not even a sloughed-off bit of skin for me to see.

Still, sometimes I think I will try it, stand in evening mist at land’s end in a grove of twisted cypress, among foghorns and black seals barking, and sing to them. I will put shalparni, herb of memory and persuasion, on my tongue and chant the old words. And even if they do not come, at least I would have tried.

Maybe I will ask Haroun, who drives a Rolls for Mrs Kapadia, Haroun whose footsteps I hear light as laughter outside the door now, to take me there on his day off.

[image: img_missing]

‘Lady,’ says Haroun rushing in, carrying the scent of pine wind and akhrot, the crinkled white walnut from the hills of Kashmir where he was born. ‘Oh Lady, Lady, I have news for you.’

His feet fly over the worn linoleum, almost not touching. His mouth is an eager light.

Always he has been like this. From the first time when he came into the shop behind haughty-hipped Mrs K, finding and piling up and carrying and salaaming but always the rueful amusement in his eyes saying, I am playing at this only for a while. And that night he came back alone and said, ‘Lady please to kindly read my palm,’ and offered me his upturned callused hands.

‘I can’t read the future,’ I told him.

And truly I cannot. The Old One did not teach it to the Mistresses. ‘It will keep you from hoping,’ she said. ‘From trying your best. From trusting the spices fully.’

‘O but Ahmad told how you helped him get a green card, no no don’t shake

























































































About the Author

Born in India, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni lives near San Francisco with her husband and two children. She teaches creative writing at a local college, and is the co-ordinator for a helpline for South Asian women. She is the author of several award-winning volumes of poetry, and several novels, The Mistress of Spices, Sister of My Heart, The Vine of Desire, The Couch Bearer and Queen of Dreams. Arranged Marriage, her acclaimed collection of short stories, is already a bestseller in America, and has won the PEN Oakland Josephine Miles Prize for fiction, an American Book Award, and the Bay Area Book Reviewers Award for fiction.



Also by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni

ARRANGED MARRIAGE

SISTER OF MY HEART




        
            If you enjoyed the magical storytelling of MISTRESS OF SPICES, you might enjoy Diane Setterfield’s bestselling novel

            ONCE UPON A RIVER

            
                [image: ONCE UPON A RIVER by DIANE SETTERFIELD]
            

            OUT NOW
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