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    Praise for Children of the Sugarcane



    “An interesting and important look at a vital moment in South African history. The story of indentured labour is refreshingly refracted through the prism of gender and the experiences of women.” – SIPHIWE GLORIA NDLOVU, AUTHOR, FILMMAKER AND ACADEMIC


    “Joanne Joseph has written a novel of the old kind: one which brings to life different and simultaneous worlds – India, South Africa, Madras, Port Natal – of the nineteenth century, which incorporates stories of love and murder, the court and the plantation, treason and new kinds of loyalty. The narrative is a real contribution to the writing of both countries.” – IMRAAN COOVADIA, NOVELIST, ESSAYIST AND ACADEMIC


    “Children of Sugarcane is an extraordinary novel with compelling characters that draws vivid attention to the tragic heroism of indentured Indian women on the British-owned plantations of Port Natal in the nineteenth century. One of South Africa’s most accomplished journalists, Joanne Joseph nevertheless writes with the finely honed skills of an academic historian, the literary authority of a seasoned novelist, and the pedagogical fluency of a great teacher. Spanning two continents and four generations, this remarkable account of human lives reveals how Indian South Africans live(d) out those troubled, intertwined identities of race, class, caste and gender under the burden of Empire. In the process, the author opens up fresh insights into our wretched colonial past and, perhaps inevitably, its lingering shadows in the present. If the decolonisation moment needed an engaging, educative text for schools and universities, this book would be required reading.” – PROFESSOR JONATHAN JANSEN, DISTINGUISHED PROFESSOR AND AUTHOR
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Athilatchmy                              Mary-Anne Bakium


    Elizabeth                              Grace


    May,


    thank you for paving the way.


    Jade,


    now all is possible.
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    AUTHOR’S NOTE


    ALTHOUGH CHILDREN OF SUGARCANE IS A WORK OF FICTION, I have drawn strongly on historical record and fact to recreate the period of Indian indenture in the Colony of Natal, and the narratives of the human beings caught up in it. In the course of folding history into this story, I have taken some liberties, changing the names of key players, and fictionalising certain geographic locations, names of ships on which the indentured travelled, and the plantations where they worked.


    The text also contains references to the Indian caste system, a stratified social pyramid of power relations centring on “purity”, in which people are ranked according to heredity, religious practice and ritual, language and occupation, among other factors. Although outlawed in India, we still witness vestiges of caste practices continuing to play out through social association and even marriage in the modern Indian diaspora.


    In order to ensure that the text remains authentic and true to the period in which indenture occurred (the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, a time of significant racial subjugation), the characters employ racially offensive language and slurs in common use at the time, circulated by the British. This is in no way intended to offend, but to reproduce a sense of the racialised hierarchies and brutality of the time.
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    PART 1


    MADRAS PRESIDENCY


    India 1916
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    SHANTI RISES IN THE DARK, feeling it knit around her, crackling like dry wool. She shuffles out of the small house, not wanting to wake her dreaming daughter. Her heart begins to batter against her ribs. But she only presses forward more deliberately, slightly out of breath, placing one shrivelled foot before the other, until she crosses the threshold to feel the dew moisten her face.


    Thick dark stains the skies over the Madras Presidency. The scent of jasmine floats, while birds invoke the morning light. Shanti’s eyes moisten at the thought of how far her silences have driven her only child from her. How cruel I have become in my old age, she thinks.


    She is a small, stubborn blot on the night now, the scratch of sand between her ginger-gnarled toes. Day will soon bleach the horizon. And she will face the coming dawn, despite the fear she has carried for more than thirty summers. Dawn has always brought loss.


    And yet this sunrise feels restorative. The charred sky catches its new flame. She reaches for its warmth, its peace, whatever forgiveness it might offer. And as the first surge of daylight spills across the sky, Shanti stands beneath it with the eyes of a child, drinking it in. Port Natal is suddenly with her – the same gash of sky, the smell of cut cane at daybreak, the hands, the faces, the voices that have lived inside her for decades.


    Memory lives in light, she thinks. Benevolence and redemption, too. But light illuminates all – even the darkened hollows. The sundials’ mad circles have slowed, and the time for concealment has run out. Secrets are wild birds. They cannot be held captive forever.
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    Lying awake, Raksha hears the tiny sounds of her mother’s distress, and rises to go to her and lead her indoors.


    “What is the matter, Ama?” She speaks softly. “Why were you standing outside crying?”


    Shanti is silent.


    “You never rise so early. What is wrong?”


    Shanti shakes her head and mutters an apology for waking her daughter, but Raksha sleeps only fitfully, as she has every night for nearly two years now.


    Raksha’s obsession has set her adrift from Shanti. But it is life’s way. Children grow and separate from their parents. Shanti must accept that Raksha is no longer that effusive little girl running home to spill the day’s news. And yet she treasures the memory of the almighty leap into her mother’s lap for storytime: anticipating the poems Shanti set dancing in her little ears, the resonance of songs her mother had brought back from across the ocean. Sometimes Raksha still hears the echo of their boisterous laughter at silly jokes, or the splash of her swimming lessons at the lake. How silent their home has become.


    But Raksha cannot trade that silence for the battlefield her home will become if she shares her secret. These days, Shanti is prone to fits of temper or withdrawal into isolation. Her mind swings between lucidity and forgetfulness. This is the way of growing old. And when one’s parent strays, it is a daughter’s duty to guide her back, stay and care for her, be a mother to a mother, if needs be.


    And so Raksha deals with her inner conflict alone. How could she possibly explain to her mother how unexpectedly it happened? How he had flowed into her life and crystallised there. Raksha often recalls that blistering afternoon near the lake, that first fateful meeting. She had raised her pallu, the edge of her sari sash, to dab her face, and when she dropped the cloth, there he was in front of her. He’d offered her a glass of water, tried to make conversation. She’d shaken her head and refused, even though she was parched. One did not accept charity from the British.


    But in the ensuing days, she’d found herself passing his house again, glancing into his garden. And he was always there in the sunshine, often reading a book, seated at a simple table with two chairs. He would get up and walk to the fence to smile and greet her each time.


    She should never have gone swimming in the lake. Possessed by something other than good sense, she’d dropped her basket at the shore one day, unravelling her sari in the shimmering heat while dipping first one foot, then the other, ever deeper in the water. The burning sun on her back drove her further in until she was almost submerged. She turned to look at the swathe of fabric, lying serpentine at the water’s edge, while the lake enveloped her, cajoling, rippling around her form. And then she’d felt his eyes on her body as she’d waded deeper. After a few minutes, he’d called out to ask if he might enter the water. She’d laughed. “Do as you please,” she had said. “The water is yours, as the land is yours.” He had flushed and lowered his head, then slowly begun removing his shirt.


    He entered the water tentatively, paddling until the lake swallowed him and spat him out closer to her. “I am David,” he said. She swam away. But the water conspired to stir up a current that drew them closer. And she soon became aware of his proximity, the poetry of their bodies as they swam. It was forbidden, audacious and playful, limbs arcing, then outstretched, glazed water splintering then reconstituting, rushing and alert in their wake, their quiet laughter ricocheting off the banks.


    Raksha felt herself coming undone. She turned, swam to the lake’s edge and bounded out of the water, hastily winding her sari around her, wringing her hair, then running breathlessly for home. What had she done?


    Yet since then, she had retraced her steps a hundred times to the lake. To his door, and in the end, to his bed.


    A great deal is expected of Raksha as head teacher at the village school. She had succeeded her mother at the small institution Shanti had founded on their return from Port Natal – her mother a new widow, she a babe-in-arms, then a toddler scratching around in the ant-infested soil while one plank was patiently laid on top of another. The structure went up in flames more than once for fear that the villagers’ children would be bewitched. But Shanti rebuilt each time, begging the men’s indulgence, and in time, she proved that educating just one child could change the fortunes of a family.


    If Shanti is revered as “Teacher”, what might Raksha’s legacy be? Will she be remembered as the turncoat who abandoned her mother for a British man?


    And yet she cannot deny that she loves him. She adores the contours of his gently lined face, his hair the colour of the overcast sky, his eyes that throw back a deep vulnerability – the brokenness she has begun to repair.


    She has tried to end it so often. She has told him many times that she cannot ever see him again. But her body rebels against separation from him. So she allows herself the luxury of one more act of deceit, which sees her paint the lightest kiss on her mother’s forehead, promising to return with flowers from the lake’s shore after her swim. Then her feet grow wings and soon she is in his arms, the guilt draining from her, his face shining, his mouth hot on her neck. There is fierceness in their love, but infinite tenderness too, the line between them bending, blurring as he takes her to his bed.
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    Since the letters started arriving, Shanti has lived in two places, in two times. Her body is a slowly cracking husk, gradually unfurling from the inside, wrenching her muscles from dormancy. Murmurs of the past have come alive in her, a dense path in her memory being retrodden.


    The first letter was from Selvaraj – the little boy from Vākkuṟuti with whose family Shanti had travelled to the Colony all those decades ago. He stayed in touch with Shanti sporadically over the years, keeping her abreast of developments in Port Natal where he and his parents remained. She looked forward to these updates, but had not heard from him for quite some time.


    My dearest Shanti,


    I hope this letter finds you and Raksha in good health!


    I do apologise for not being able to write as often as I used to. My business takes up much of my time these days. The fishing industry in Natal is, thankfully, thriving but leaves little time for leisure or correspondence. My sister and parents constantly complain that they see too little of me! I am glad to report that apart from a few aches and pains, the elderly ones are generally in good health and spend many hours entertaining my sons while Maliga runs the home. They all send you their fondest love and greetings.


    I have something to ask of you which I hope will not be too much of an imposition. As I have neared my forty-fifth year, I have begun to wonder more about the place I came from. Having left Vākkuṟuti as a young child, I have almost no recollection of our time there. I listen to my parents’ accounts of their lives in the village and I have a strong desire to know more. It was only a few nights ago that I recounted this to Maliga, and she agreed that I would never be at peace unless I visited my first home. How fortunate I am to be blessed with such an understanding wife.


    I would dearly love to see what has become of our village in the last forty years or so. But that is not the only reason I hope to return. While I know that the past has caused you great pain, I also know it devastated you to leave Port Natal without Aunty Devi all those years ago. I believe it may be time to reunite the both of you in the only way I can – I wish to bring her with me.


    I should like to take you up on your kind offer of accommodation for three weeks, if that will not cause too much disruption. As soon as I have heard back from you, I hope to book my passage. If all goes well, I should arrive in Madras about three months after you receive this letter. I will make my journey to Vākkuṟuti from there. I so look forward to seeing you again and meeting Raksha face to face for the first time.


    With love and respect,


    Selva


    Shanti only realised her tears had fallen on the paper when the ink began to run. She dragged her hand across her face to dry it, but a sob, raw and strident, rose up in her, hunching her over the table. Thirty-eight summers had passed without Devi, but not a single day without the thought of her. She had loved Devi more than her blood sisters. Yet now that Selvaraj was bringing Devi here, Shanti found she was not ready. She grappled with the thought for days. But there was nothing to be done. Time was short. Selvaraj would finalise his most pressing business, and set off soon, arriving in just two sightings of the full moon.


    In the days that followed, Shanti worked hard at convincing herself that since the past could not be altered, it would have to be overcome. In truth, she longed to see the man she’d once treated as a little brother during that voyage. And his presence would force Shanti to find the courage to tell Raksha the truth of what had really happened all those years ago.


    She was still coming to terms with this when the second letter came, just a few days later. Rama, the barmy postman, who always arrived whistling tunelessly, thrust the envelope into Shanti’s hand. It was crumpled and slightly damp from the sweat of his palm. She put it down for the moment, and almost forgot about it because there were so many chores to do. But when evening fell, Shanti retired early to examine the envelope more closely. It was addressed to her in a childish scrawl, much like the handwriting of one of the schoolchildren. But as she turned the envelope over, she noticed the postmark: Sindh Province – a region far off, to the north. She had never received a letter from there before. But she had once known someone who came from there.


    She scrutinised the writing again, and slowly it began to take on an old familiarity. It was unmistakeable, really – the distinctive slant to the left, the haphazard spacing of letters. It could not be. Why now? After all these years? She forced her eyes shut and swam in the darkness, trying to slow her heart and fill her lungs with air. Her mind began to journey to that place beyond the outskirts of charted memory, bathed in dim light. And when she opened her eyes, there was no doubt in her mind as to who the author was.


    She caressed the envelope a moment longer before ripping it open, running her hands over its creases as if to decipher some small clue as to what stirred the writer’s heart when quill touched paper. And when her eye fell upon the words, Shanti found herself not reading, but reciting them.


    Although I conquer all the earth,


    Yet for me there is only one city.


    In that city there is for me only one house;


    And in that house, one room only;


    And in that room a bed.


    And one woman sleeps there,


    The shining joy and jewel of all my kingdom.


    The words from Subhāṣitāvalī, by Vallabhadeva, had been written centuries ago. But they had once come alive for her in Port Natal. More than mere verse, they had been a promise – one still unfulfilled. But perhaps, like love, promises could not be bound by the limitations of time. It was time to confess all to Raksha – to tell her that the one man Shanti had never forgotten had somehow found her after all these years – and he was coming.
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    David observes the bonfire he has made, hears the ping of brass buttons launching themselves into the flames and melting like tears. He can’t find his cap, or he’d have added it to the flames – and that British flag he owned when he arrived. He’s not sure why he didn’t think to burn his uniform before. All these months, Raksha has lain in his arms, mere feet from these remnants of his past, and he’d never thought to destroy them before, knowing what they symbolised for her.


    It has been three full weeks since she last came to him, and her absence has grown tentacles that curl into his temples, take a firm grip on the inside of his head and neck, then travel with alarming malice through the rest of his body. He has sat paralysed, day after day on his verandah, waiting. It isn’t the first time she has cut contact. But there was a resoluteness about her when she left this time.


    Once he could have surmounted this kind of loss. He is a rational man after all – a scientist by training – who has survived failed relationships before, not least with Annabel, the aristocrat’s daughter. He’d been an awful husband to her – callous, dismissive – and a yet more disgraceful father to Matthew. David is ashamed to admit he leapt upon the Vākkuṟuti posting to escape them both. He hopes Annabel has told the boy he is dead.


    When first married, David had tried to cultivate an affection for Annabel. But night after night lying next to her, he felt only the curse of bloodlines and lineage, the portraits of his ancestors intruding on them like stern anaphrodisiacs. He had only ever procreated with her because it was expected of him as a man. And on every occasion his flesh touched Annabel’s, he had been unyielding as an automaton, often apologising afterwards. The pregnancy had come as a relief – a sort of honourable discharge.


    Coming a few years later, the posting abroad had rescued him from the emptiness of Annabel’s despair and Matthew’s unfulfilled yearning for a father. India had been kind to him. It turned his face to the sun and thawed the blood in his veins. He developed a fondness for the people, the textured grit of life in India – its simultaneous beauty and ugliness. But nothing had shaken him as forcefully as Raksha. From the day he first saw her at the lake, when he had offered her water to touch to her parched lips, he had been intrigued. She refused his kindness, despite her obvious thirst. Mildly offended, he’d almost pressed her to take just one sip – until he saw that glint of pride in her eye, and withdrew his offering. But he was already caught in her undertow. And as she returned and he came to know her, he began to realise that he had never before been this close to someone; more importantly, he was capable of love, after all. He learnt she was bright and fierce, more unafraid to challenge him than any woman he had ever known. He loved her mind as she grew to love his. They began to laugh, debate and dream together.


    In those early days, as her passion for him grew, so she tested him, too. “What did you do to my people? Tell me!” she would ask in that quiet voice straddling investigation and accusation. “How many did you kill?” He refused to answer until one day he broke down and admitted he was a coward – that from the moment he arrived in his ill-fitting uniform, he had been too afraid to do the work of a soldier in this appropriated land. He recalled that childhood feeling of stealing his friend’s toy and joylessly playing with it for hours, knowing it wasn’t his. But he understood this was no toy. This geography he had been taught to read as a nebulous shape on a map was a land full of people.


    Yes, he went out on the village raids. But he closed his eyes when his colleagues raised their guns. He heard the shots ring out and sometimes opened his eyes in time to see the shock in a man’s face before he fell, to witness his child screaming for his father to wake up. And yes, he heard the cries of the women dragged into the bushes, their saris ripped from their bodies, while the men cheered each other on. And he ran from that horror into small homes, making a show of destroying the villagers’ meagre possessions, smashing them to pieces, because a soldier too afraid to shoot and rape still had to show his loyalty to the Crown.


    But those villagers, dead and alive, have never left him. They dance demonically behind his eyes at night, bleed into his dreams, haunt his waking hours. Raksha first brought the memory of them into his house, then exorcised them. She has been his confessor, his judge and his penance. He stutters. He swallows hard. He sweats. His voice breaks. He yells. He weeps. But her eyes stay on him, watchful and intense, never releasing their lock until he has spoken, until he has found catharsis. She sees his regret and contrition. And in that moment, she allows herself to love him yet more.


    Raksha has saved him. Since the day he unlatched his gate and stood watching her from the side of the lake, he has known he could drown in the depths of her. There is comfort in this. It would be a pleasant way to die.


    Gazing into the glowing ashes now, David finds new courage. He bathes, puts on his best suit and a pair of shoes so highly shined, his face is almost reflected in them. There is one more battle he must fight and win.


    My dear Selva,


    It is my fervent hope that this letter reaches you as swiftly as possible, for Raksha and I await your visit with eagerness. How wonderful to think that in just a few months, you will be here at my side! I rushed to the school to tell Raksha the good news and she, too, was overcome. I thank you sincerely for the offer of bringing Devi with you.


    You have indeed married a wise woman! I have come to believe that the knowledge of where we come from is part of our birthright. No matter how far we are scattered from the mother tree, there remains a kernel of her within us, bearing the mark of our origins.


    Nonetheless, I thought it worth preparing you somewhat for what you will likely experience as you rediscover the village of your birth. Upon receiving your letter, I walked through Vākkuṟuti for many hours, attempting to see her through the fresh eyes of one who left as a child. There was a delicious zest in the air of spices waking in their pods. The young villagers were warm in their greetings. “Teacher, please share our morning meal,” or “May we interest you in a cup of strong chai?” they asked. They are kind, but quite unlike us, Selva. There was something of a restlessness – a rebellion, even – in us as we burst into the streets to play each morning. The young ones of today are quieter. They walk, shoulders slightly stooped, their eyes deadened. Perhaps, in their generation, the acceptance of subjugation is now complete. I sometimes wonder whether this is also true of the Africans in the Colony of Natal. Does their freedom remain folklore, or is there still some small spark of rebellion in them?


    I must not pretend that I know liberty intimately, dear Selva. To be fair, we were all born into the Madras Presidency and the very air we first breathed belonged to the British Raj that placed shackles in lieu of bangles around our chubby wrists. Yet I played, oblivious, as a child every day in the streets of this garrison town. To me, Vākkuṟuti was all deep lakes, wild monkeys and monsoons. It was a long time before I thought to ask why the British were here. My mother had warned me not to approach them, but she never explained why, and I was much older when I noticed the flicker of hatred in my father’s eye as he passed them in the village.


    But after living at Port Natal, my memories of life in Vākkuṟuti took on new meaning. I remembered in striking detail the stone fort where the British soldiers revelled – the strains of their drunken songs filling the night air. I recalled the vast amounts of food and drink delivered to their fort while many of us starved.


    Their mark is still very much here. Not far away, there remains a British hospital, an ordnance depot, a pretty church, and even an orphan asylum for the children of deceased British fighters who have deserted the realm of sanity. Some soldiers grew so enamoured of Vākkuṟuti, they chose to stay on after their service ended. They are still to be seen pottering around, planting and watering their very own little swathe of India.


    Dear Selva, I hope you do not arrive to find me too soured or resentful. The older I grow, the more I demand the right to my bitterness. Though I feel I have made the best of my life here, Victoria’s presence remains as tight as an executioner’s noose, and I wish for just one breath without its constraint. The only difference I have attempted to make within the walls of my small school is to remind the children of how, when we stepped off the ships in Port Natal, the British saw only a horde of uncivilised coolies, but were blinded to the six thousand years of civilisation in our wake. If this lesson sows in the youngsters some minute sense of pride in themselves, I will go to my pyre a happier woman.


    I am afraid, my dear Selva, the light is fading and I must now curtail my writing. For all her faults, Vākkuṟuti will always be your first home and mine, and I am sure she will welcome you as fondly as Raksha and I.


    Safe travels until we meet on this shore,


    Your friend,


    Shanti
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    Raksha makes her way home from the school room, thoughts of her young charges fresh in her mind. She would dearly love to indulge them with decorative stationery and fancy ink just once, to fuel their dreams of one day also becoming head teacher. Of course, thoughts of David are never far away. But the sounds of commotion rupture them as Raksha nears her house. Perhaps Shanti, in a fit of bad temper, has got into a skirmish with one of the neighbours. Raksha drops her satchel as she sees the small crowd that has gathered outside her house. Emanating from inside are two unmistakeable voices. They are raised, as if in argument.


    Raksha pushes past the neighbours and storms in as Shanti turns to her daughter in shock. She opens her mouth to speak, but instead clamps her hand to her chest and crumples to the ground. Raksha tries to break her fall, screaming at David, “What have you done? What have you bloody done?”


    She slams her knees to the ground, shaking her mother. “Ama, wake up! Open your eyes! Open your eyes, Ama!” Shanti groans. David grabs Shanti’s wrist, feeling only a faint pulse. He throws off his jacket and tosses it aside, reaches under Shanti, lifting her and straining to his feet. “Where are you …” he hears Raksha’s urgent voice as he dashes out the door, Raksha right behind him. “Out of the way!” he shouts at the neighbours.


    He is running now. “We need to get her to Jairam, the temple healer,” Raksha shouts. David picks up speed, Shanti’s limp arms dangling. “You run ahead – tell him I’m bringing her,” he gasps. Raksha takes off, praying breathlessly, sobbing, her tears blurring the road ahead. She has run this distance what feels like hundreds of times, but it has never felt this long or arduous. She trips over stones in the road, but gets up and keeps running until she finally catches sight of Jairam in the distance standing outside the temple.


    “My mother – she has collapsed—” she cries, heaving. He races inside to prepare for Shanti’s arrival. By the time David reaches them, a pallid Shanti in his arms, her breathing is shallow, her hands and feet cold. David lays her on a slab lined with linen. Jairam turns to Raksha and David. “Leave us,” he says.


    “No – I want to be with my mother,” Raksha protests.


    But Jairam is resolute. “Now is not the right time. Let me tend to her. I will call you when the time is right.”


    Raksha nods, defeated.


    Raksha and David catch their breath, standing outside the imposing temple in silence. David’s shirt is plastered to his body, and he wishes for just one cool sip of the offerings that devotees are carrying into the temple.


    “I’m sorry,” he says. “You must know it was never my intention to …”


    “You know why I left, David,” she says softly. “You have known my reservations … my limitations, all along. I told you she was frail – that she couldn’t stand the shock of finding out. My mother may die because of you!”


    “Raksha, I thought that if I could just speak to her, plead with her … convince her that I love you … that—”


    “That what, David? That she would sanction this relationship, and give us her blessing? You do not know my mother at all! Even I know only the parts of her she will show me! But if you could see the scars on her back, if you saw the grief that sometimes takes hold of her for days, you would know how much she has suffered. Whatever these secrets … they are thorns in her heart. And I left you because I did not want to drive them any deeper.”


    Jairam emerges as Raksha is wiping her face. He pretends to have heard nothing. “Raksha, you may see her,” he says.


    Shanti lies inert in the cool room behind the shrines. A look of peace has come over her, as though she is having pleasant dreams. “She is resting now but her heart is weak, possibly because she is anxious,” Jairam says. “I will continue with my treatment and prayers, but I must take my lead from her soul, Raksha. If it is meant to remain in this body, she will heal, even if it takes some time. But if it is her time to move on, you must be prepared to let her go. We cannot detain our loved ones longer than they are destined to be here. You may sit here now, but let her rest.”


    Raksha nods obediently, though her heart tells her this is not the way Shanti’s life is meant to come to a close. She kneels quietly next to her mother, touching her forehead, holding her hand, stroking her hair, while Jairam hums his incantations.


    She leaves at sunset, relieved to find David gone. “Her life is in the hands of the gods now,” Jairam whispers as Raksha sets off for home in the falling dusk.


    Raksha knows Jairam and trusts him. He has been known to work miracles. Yet she does not feel comfortable leaving her mother’s side. But perhaps Shanti will heal faster without the hand of her betrayer intertwined with her own.


    It is dark by the time she reaches home. Raksha lights a candle as she enters. The neighbours have had their taste of spectacle, and have returned to their homes. The house is achingly empty. The only vestige of the battle of wills her mother lost today is David’s discarded grey jacket. She can’t bear to touch it. But then she notices a book lying on the floor, one she has never seen before.


    Raksha picks it up and runs her hands over it. It is worn but beautiful, the cover adorned with a peacock feather. She reaches for the candle and pulls it closer. She opens the first page.
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    CHAPTER 1


    Durban Gaol, Port Natal, September 1878


    THE SUN TIPTOES TOWARD TWILIGHT until the dark settles, suffocating the last light of day. The air is damp. It matts my hair to my face. I cannot be bothered to brush it away. The sweat of a labourer fills my nostrils – the stench of my own body. My palms and feet are calloused, this body I inhabit a constellation of scars. I cannot quite tell if it is still my body; whether I have surrendered it, or had it stolen from me.


    On nights like this, the mosquitoes will not let us sleep. People fear this prison, but I have made peace with its four walls. This is my last home in this life. I can now say, ‘I am a prisoner. I am a criminal. I am sentenced to die,’ and those words no longer stick in my throat.


    It is never silent here. Some sleep, some howl at night. I reflect and try to reconcile myself to the fate I have chosen. Strangely, I find myself fortified by these stone walls. I have spent hours curled against them, and in their crude assembly, I see the cornerstones of my destiny. I am determined to find the strength to face my end with dignity.


    I have quickly grown used to the weight of chains. I’m no different, really, from the hardened men here who dig ditches with shackles round their ankles. Sometimes I try to glimpse faces beneath the arcs of their backs while I imagine what blood and gore brought them here. They work closely, their bodies almost touching, yet they are forbidden to speak. Words are dangerous. They are both gifts and weapons.


    In the colonial prison, there are divisions between British, Indian and African inmates, male and female, young offenders and adults, those who have been tried and found guilty, and those who have yet to stand in the dock. Prisoners accused of monetary crimes are kept apart from those who spilt blood. In this wordless world, we eye each other as suspiciously as our gaolers. I often glance over my shoulder to see another prisoner’s eyes burrowing into me. I imagine them all to be murderers and rapists.


    Despair hangs like a fog here. But I do not let it swallow me. I give my gaolers no trouble. I dig trenches, plough soil and scrub prison floors unquestioningly. I am rarely beaten here. There are moments when news of a hanging frightens me. But I sponge my eyes and continue with my work. I seek courage as if she were a friend who would go to the gallows with me. I do not wish to die a coward.


    There is despondency in the eyes of women here, but I take no notice. I cannot carry their pain along with my own. I go meekly into confinement at sunset. I am deaf to my gaolers’ shoving – their lewd remarks about how they would like to have their way with me. They must think me feeble-minded and docile because I never answer back. They are deaf to my silent curses.


    But as the lock clangs behind me and their footsteps grow faint, there is a part of me that unlatches from this body, cleaves through its broken skin and hovers unfettered, leaping these jagged stone walls, gliding between past and present as I search for the answers that will lead me back to myself.


    I am a migrant, connected to my home by fragile threads that stretch across continents. They are too frayed now to hoist me back to the life I knew, to the girl I once was. Yet sometimes a longing for the place of my birth takes hold of me, and it pains me to be torn from all that was familiar to me – all whom I loved in India.


    It is not that I dislike the Colony of Natal. Even with its trials, I have grown fond of the landscape, of many of the good people who reside here. I have thought of re-rooting myself here, never to return to India. But I also do not want my memories devoured. In time, it all fades – the voices of my sisters, the blemish on my mother’s cheek, my father’s scar from rescuing me from the neighbour’s bull. My parents have become mere silhouettes. I imagine their slowing steps, the trickle from their eyes, or the reeds that have grown into savage bushes in my absence. And it knocks me off balance, like the rocking of the ship that carried us here and spewed us onto the land like waste.


    And yet something quite miraculous happened as I was led away from the plantation. It prompted me to snap my head around to see who was watching, who was whispering, even as the policeman handcuffed me. I saw no one but the other labourers looking on in silence. But that night, as I lay on the stone floor of the gaol, I sensed it again – a rip in time’s canvas through which small fragments escaped. I saw etchings on faces. Ridges on hands. A lock. A tress of flowing hair – all with great clarity.


    I found myself swept backwards to a day when I stood bowed on that plantation with a scythe in my hands. I remembered how I had slowly tried to orientate my face towards Vākkuṟuti in the hope that it was all still there – the magnificent rock-cut temples of the Pallava dynasty on the river banks, the pillared halls and shrines that rose up in worship of the great Shiva in Mahabalipuram, the Sanskrit writings that endured wars and the destruction of empires. And I stood a little more erect, even when the lash of the whip met my back.


    I sat up in my cell and stared into the dark. If time was conspiring to unravel my bonds, I would ask it to carry me back to that child, Shanti: ebullient and unspoilt by the world.


    “I am waiting,” I said. “Come and take me.”
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    CHAPTER 2


    Vākkuṟuti, Madras Presidency, India, late 1860s


    VĀKKUṞUTI WAS A VILLAGE so small, so insignificant, it would be much too generous to describe it as a dot on the map. It sat near the coastal town of Madras, in the Madras Presidency. The Bay of Bengal was close enough to caress it with its breezes, but held back from swallowing Vākkuṟuti when angered. Yet come monsoon season, we always holed up in our hovels while the rain flogged our dwellings, often sweeping our few precious possessions into the streets.


    Come spring, the town exploded into colour. Birdsong was a portent that it was time to rise. We children ran barefoot in the paths, shouting, playing with abandon while our parents thanked the gods for this relief. The sky flooded our lakes, and plants jostled for the sun. It was not long before the trees began to strain under the burden of their fruit. We climbed them all, the branches creaking from our weight, plucking and slurping fruit till the juice ran off our chins. Sometimes we annoyed the pixie-like monkeys by stealing their share. I loved to perch on a branch above my best friend, Thirnavelli, and squeeze a stream of mango juice into her hair until her bouncing curls hardened into stiff rings.


    There were twin lakes nearby where Thirna and I splashed and dived to escape the sun’s stare. We were inseparable despite a minor language barrier – she was Telegu-speaking and I Tamil, but our languages were similar, so we were able to understand each other. We spent entire days frolicking and parted sadly every evening. My elder sisters were mildly irritated that I led such a carefree life while theirs were bursting with chores.


    My mother raised us and looked after the house. She spent all day cooking, cleaning and planting and tending to her vegetables. My father was a washerman who travelled some distance to work, returning exhausted each evening, the skin on his hands peeling. Sometimes, he would bring a sweetmeat home and break it into pieces for us to share.


    I was loved, but my mother often complained to the neighbours, “Shanti is such a handful!” It didn’t help that I accepted all Thirna’s dares, including one to ride Maharajah, the neighbour’s bull. I imagined it would be much like riding a horse, although I had no experience of that either. Maharajah catapulted me from his back with such force that I had a moment to take in several of Vākkuṟuti’s sights from the air before I crashed into the ground and began to bawl. For good measure, Maharajah took a swipe at my father too, grazing him across the face before I was carried off for a smacking. “You’re a disgrace, Shanti! You behave like a boy. No one will want to marry you!” my mother admonished. My sisters dried my tears: “Shanti, you are getting older now. These games are dangerous and much too childish for you. You must stop this now.”


    Their words hurt me, and I might have ignored them had I not met an unusual woman who set me on an entirely different path, at a time when I was only nine or ten summers old.


    She approached me one day while Thirna and were playing near the temple at the centre of our village. I was caught up in the delicate operation of inventing a mud paste we could roll in like elephants to keep the mosquitoes at bay, when she cast a shadow over me. I squinted into the sun. “Good afternoon, Aunty,” I said, standing up quickly and brushing at the muddy slick oozing from me. I’d seen this lady at the temple often, where her husband was a priest.


    She smiled at me. “What’s your name again, girl?”


    “Shanti, Aunty.”


    “Ah, yes. You are Manickam and Meena’s child?”


    “Yes, Aunty …” I hid my muddy hands behind my back.


    “Why were you elbow-deep in mud a moment ago?”


    “Well, Aunty – the elephants do it to keep insects off them. I thought it might work for children too. My friend is always badly bitten by the mosquitoes.”


    “How thoughtful,” she smiled. “I see you here often with your friends. Why do you play near the temple?”


    “For the blessings, Aunty.”


    She laughed. “And this is your friend?”


    “Yes, Aunty.”


    Thirna shot to her feet. “I am Thirnavelli.”


    “Thirnavelli – a favour, please. Would you kindly go into the temple and find out for me if the prayers have started?”


    Thirna was only too happy to oblige. The woman waited till Thirna was out of earshot.


    “Shanti, I’m not quite sure if … if you would be keen to …”


    “… to work in your house? No, Aunty, my mother will not allow it. She always says there’s too much work to do in our house.”


    “Oh no,” she shook her head. “I am not looking for a cleaner, Shanti. I’ve watched you and your friends. You are a very clever girl. And I think … if you had the chance to learn more, you would do very well in life.”


    “Learn more?” I asked. “I know how to clean the house. I can’t cook very well, but I am good with weaving grass mats and …”


    “Shanti,” she interjected. “I’m sure you’re very good at those things. But there are other things to learn too, you know.” She leaned in. “Imagine what it must be like to read and write, for example,” she whispered.


    “Never, Aunty!” I gasped. “My father would be so unhappy. He doesn’t believe girls should read and write.”


    “Ah, perhaps your father doesn’t think it’s necessary. But surely he can’t mean it’s not allowed? I am sure writing the odd letter or reading a newspaper could be very useful. That wouldn’t stop a girl from doing her chores, would it?”


    I had to think about that for a moment. “No – I don’t think it would …”


    “Shanti,” – she leaned down and held me by both shoulders – “Thirnavelli will be back soon, so I must speak quickly. You are a special girl who seems very curious about the world. I’d like you to come to my house. Let us just drink tea and talk.”


    “Come to your house?”


    “Yes – and not to clean,” she added. “But please don’t breathe a word to Thirnavelli or any of your other friends, understand?”


    I nodded. I was good at keeping secrets.


    “Do you know where I live?”


    “Oh yes, Aunty – with the rich people at the lakes.”


    She raised an eyebrow. “Well, come to my house between the lakes before the sun sets tomorrow. There’s something special I want to share with you. But come alone, all right?”


    “Yes, Aunty. Thank you. I’ll try.”


    “I am Saras. You may call me Aunty Saras,” she said, the hem of her silver-tinged sari sweeping the ground as she left.


    Thirna pestered me on her return: “What did she want with you? She never speaks to any of us.”


    “She was just asking about my family, Thirna,” I shot back.


    “But how does she know your name? And who your parents are?”


    “It’s a small village. It’s not that hard to work out.”


    “Careful, Shanti. Rich people are never friendly to us. They always want something in return.”


    I changed the subject as we walked back.


    That night, I pondered why this stranger wanted me in her home. I’d heard my mother and sisters speak of people who abducted young girls to keep as slaves. But I wasn’t afraid of that – my mother said anyone who abducted me would beg her to take me back the very next day before sunrise. Anyway, this lady – Aunty Saras – didn’t seem like a child snatcher. She seemed kind. And of all the children in the village, she had picked me and called me clever – not childish, not a handful, but clever.


    I decided to be brave. The next day, I dressed in my finest clothes and was about to slip out of the house when my mother saw me.


    “And where are you off to dressed like that?”


    “Uh … to the temple to pray, Ama.”


    “What, you are suddenly a devotee now? You will ruin your good clothes, Shanti!” she shouted as I ran off.


    “I will take care not to spoil them, Ama,” I shouted back. But she shook her head in disbelief.
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    Aunty Saras’s house was situated in the most beautiful part of the village, slightly secluded, on a large plot of land. I looked around in awe. Her house seemed so sturdy. I was quite sure it had never collapsed in the monsoons like ours did, and had to be rebuilt.


    Aunty Saras welcomed me warmly. She was short and fair-skinned, and her long hair was wound into a large bun that sat on top of her head. The light danced in the sequins on her sari, almost enough to blind me.


    People in the village called her snobbish. But she put me at ease with her chatter. She questioned me as I sat drinking tea at her feet, and I was only too happy to answer. I had never set foot, let alone drunk tea in a proper cup and saucer, in the house of a Brahmin. I did not know how to hold the cup properly, but she actually touched my hands, guiding my fingers to show how I should embrace the cup. I loved the warmth of it in my hands and the steamy aroma of chai in my nostrils.


    Aunty Saras listened to my stories with interest, and asked me if I’d ever wished I could go to school. “No,” I said. “A girl’s place is not at school.” I reminded her of what my father had said.


    “But Shanti,” she said. “I am a woman. And I have learnt how to read and write.”


    “Hare!” I almost dropped the cup. She was like a man! “How? How did you do this, Aunty? Did you go to school?”


    “No, not formally,” she said, amused. “But, as you know, my husband is a priest. All priests in our village know how to read and write because they have to study the holy texts and teach them. Now, when I was newly married, Shanti, I used to go to the temple every day – just for devotional purposes. And my husband was always busy teaching the young men to read and write so they could enter the priesthood.”


    “Ah, so you asked him to teach you?”


    “No, definitely not. Like your father, he would have refused. But while I was polishing the brass and arranging the flowers into garlands, I listened carefully and I slowly started to learn. I worked out how to watch and listen to them without actually seeming interested …”


    “Ha! You spied on them!”


    “I wouldn’t call it spying, Shanti. It happened by accident. I came home from the temple one day and realised everything I had heard and seen them learn was stuck in my head. It was like my mind was just waiting for it – and it wanted more.”


    “How long did it take you to learn all these things?”


    “Oh … years, Shanti. For a long time, I could only read a few short words, I struggled to write, I could only count up to twenty. But then I realised my husband also had many books here at home. So when I came back from the temple, I sat with his books for hours. I read, I memorised, I even practised my writing outside in the sand with a stick, and I tried to count further and further. And I began to make good progress.”


    “What kinds of books have you read, Aunty Saras?”


    “Well, I started with basic readers. But when I grew more confident, I read a few pages of our holy book, the Bhagavad Gita. And after many years, I was able to read newspapers, religious writings, some cultural, historical, philosophy and poetry books, too. It took me a long time to understand them, though, Shanti. But when I began to make sense of them, I felt so delighted! I realised something important had been missing in my life for so long. All these people whose writings I’ve read – they have touched me in this small corner of India, without even knowing I exist.”


    “That is nice,” I said. “That you could learn all this without leaving our village. I love Vākkuṟuti. I never want to leave.”


    She smiled at me. “You say that because you are young, Shanti. When you start reading and asking questions, and you find there are very few answers here, you may feel differently.”


    “What questions did you have, Aunty?”


    “Oh, all sorts of questions – why does nature work the way she does? Where is India in relation to other countries? How many seas must we sail to reach another country? What do these sums add up to? Why did the British come to take over our country when they have their own?”


    “I wouldn’t mind learning some of those things, Aunty Saras.”


    “Well, that is why I called you here today. If you really want, I can teach you whatever I know, Shanti. Look, my knowledge is limited, and there is not much I can change about this village – the rules are strict. But I can bend this one rule as long as you never tell anyone. If you do, it will come at a serious cost to us both. You are a bright girl, Shanti! You already see things that others do not. This is your chance, if you are willing.”


    I was eager, but there was so much to consider, and she must have seen something of this in my face.


    “Just give it some thought, Shanti. I will make sure I finish my chores in the morning so I am free in the afternoons to teach you. If you are keen, you can come when you can. Now, it’s getting late – you must go. The sun is setting.”


    I put my hands together, thanked her sincerely for the tea, and ran home so fast, my legs ached. I felt desperate to learn, but I wanted to be a good daughter. I had no wish to lie to my parents, my sisters or my friends. And yet none of them would understand why I wanted to do this. I had lain awake so many nights wondering who lit the stars before dark, or why the body of a tiger was so powerful compared to mine, or why my father always walked three paces ahead of my mother in public. And when I had asked my parents or my sisters these questions, they either looked at me strangely, or laughed at me until I stopped asking.


    Aunty Saras had not thought anything I’d said that afternoon was stupid or strange. She’d listened to me and seemed interested in all I’d told her. And then I remembered what my mother had taught me about the goddess Saraswati – the deity of knowledge and art. Aunty Saras was named after her – the goddess of enlightenment. What if it was no coincidence? Perhaps the gods had sent me my very own incarnation of Saraswati to open my eyes and awaken my soul.
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    CHAPTER 3


    I EVENTUALLY ACCEPTED AUNTY SARAS’S generous offer of her time and knowledge. It took me a while to come around to the idea, but I saw it as a unique gift for which I should be grateful. Aunty Saras and I decided that I should tell my parents she was looking for a cleaner in the afternoons, and ask their permission to work in her house as an excuse for us to meet. At first, my father was reluctant, but my mother convinced him that it was a sign that I was maturing and that any goods I brought home as payment would benefit the family. I was relieved that they had agreed, but keeping the truth from my parents made me feel horribly guilty. My lessons with Aunty Saras began gently, but grew more intense with time. I grappled with written Tamil, Hindi and English, all of which I found difficult. But she was wise and patient, always able to keep my full attention. While I sat at her feet, she funnelled language, history, poetry, mathematics, science and philosophy into my head. It was all at a very basic level, but still challenging to my young mind.


    My world began to expand. I found new words to describe my daily existence. I saw my village differently, and began to understand some of the complexities of living here.


    But Thirna was upset that I hardly spent time with her any more. “Do you have to go and clean her house every afternoon?”


    “My sisters told me to stop my childish ways, Thirna. It was really troubling my parents, so it’s better that I spend time working to prove to them that I am becoming more responsible,” I lied.


    I felt awful about this, but telling Thirna the truth would amount to telling the whole village. Although irritated at first, she grew used to my absence. “I am really happy for you, Shanti,” she said one day. “Who knows, if you are really good at this, perhaps they will choose you as a temple cleaner one day.”


    I hugged her, but said nothing. How could I explain my ambitions had grown beyond that? And yet I had to keep them in check. The society in which we lived demanded servitude of us as women. And it was much worse if, like my family, you sat on the lower rungs of the caste system.


    Aunty Shanti addressed this one day. “Why do you sit so far from me when I am teaching you?” she asked.


    I felt embarrassed to say it aloud. “You know why, Aunty Saras – if my shadow falls across you, it may contaminate you.”


    “Do you really believe that, my girl? Let us try it! Cast your shadow over me, and let us see what happens.”


    I edged slightly closer to her, but found I could not go any further. She got up, walked around me and stood in my shadow. I gasped.


    “Look, Shanti – has your shadow sullied me?” She surveyed her body. “I am the same as when I sat in front of you.” She sat down again. “Now, come closer to me.”


    It was such a simple request, but difficult to grant, although I got used to it in time. I was mystified by this system. I knew only that the fair-skinned and dark-skinned should not mix, that we should do the menial chores and never retaliate when the high-caste children spat at us or told us to get away because we would disturb their spirits.


    “Shanti, there is always a cup of tea waiting for you when you arrive, and yet you still look at that cup as if it were poisoned. In my house, you will always drink from the same china as me. You will get nowhere if you continue to believe yourself inferior. I once believed it too, because I was born a girl. But now I refuse to think like this. We are both human, flesh and blood. You have caught a little more sun than me, that’s all.”


    “Why do you not believe in this? Everyone else in this village does,” I said.


    She sighed. “Shanti, the first boy I ever loved was a Christian. His name was Anboo. He was charcoal-skinned – the handsomest boy you ever laid eyes on. He used to work out in the fields where I often went to dry the glorious mane of hair I once had. I made a point of going there often. We became close friends. Our conversations stretched for hours. And before long, I lost my heart to him. I even thought of a betrothal and marriage to him.”


    “But that could never happen, Aunty Saras.”


    “No – you’re right, it couldn’t. But I loved how free he was. He didn’t believe in the caste system. He didn’t think he was better or worse than anyone else. He taught me about people who worshipped other gods, sang strange music, practised different rituals, and held celebrations quite unlike ours. We were very different. And it made me question, if we both believed so fervently in our gods, which one was real. He’d say, ‘Saras, calm yourself. You have your beliefs and I have mine. Who knows which one is real? I follow Christ because he says all people are equal. That makes life easier for me because I do not have what you were born with.’”


    I thought about this. “I wish you and I were also that free,” I told Aunty Saras.


    In her house, I felt special. But in the streets of Vākkuṟuti, we only greeted one another, never stopping to speak. Our lessons always took place in secret, and Aunty Saras warned me that if her husband ever found me there, I should make a show of having come to clean the house.


    In time, Aunty Saras began to treat me as her daughter. I grew to love her as another mother. When my menstrual blood flowed for the first time, it broke my heart that she could not attend my ceremony. And although my mother brought me a cloth and showed me how to use it, I was only prepared for what lay ahead because my “secret” mother had held me close, and welcomed me into womanhood.


    “Your cycle is connected to the moon and the waves that roll to the shore at the Bay of Bengal,” she said. “That is powerful. And one day, you will use your power to become a vessel for a child.”


    “Why do you not have children, Aunty Saras?” I asked.


    “Oh, the time for that has long passed, my dear. But I have you now,” she said with a smile.


    When I walked home that day, I felt sad for her, thinking of all the gossip I’d overheard in the village – about her barrenness, how she had been shamed by other women because she couldn’t have children. They said she’d disgraced her husband and the poor man was cursed when he married her. I began to wonder how much she had lost in the course of her life. She must have been a girl like me once, with a head full of dreams. But how few had come true. She could have been more than a Brahmin’s wife. She could have been a woman of letters.


    Years later, when Aunty Saras lay unmoving on a pyre licked by flames, I wept as if my own mother had died. People wondered why I was so overcome. I was weeping not just for her, but for all the unfulfilled dreams that had stayed so tightly knotted inside her. I watched them unfurl and take flight in the smoke around her body. And I said a silent prayer to steer her to an afterlife where her dreams could breathe and take form. “Go to a place where you can be what you were meant to be, Aunty Saras,” I whispered. Then I turned my back on the fire devouring her, and walked home in the darkness.
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