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      For Zalie, Brenna and Kitt, 
as always, with love

   
      
      We may worry about death but what

      
      hurts the soul most is to live

      
      without tasting the water of its

      
      own essence.

      
      Jelaluddin Rumi, thirteenth century

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      Bombay, 1885
      

      
      IT IS THE ELEVENTH day, and Ganesh is about to be immersed in the Arabian Sea.
      

      
      I am on my way home, but have come down to Bombay’s seafront to watch the immense images of the elephant-headed god lowered
         into the murky water.
      

      
      The many Ganeshes of varying sizes have been paraded through the streets, and their bearers are now converging along the wide,
         sandy curve of shore. It is alive as many gather for this final ritual of the Ganesh Chaturthi Festival.
      

      
      I watch the sea. Nobody notices me; I have worn a sari and oiled my hair, braiding it in a thick plait that hangs over one
         shoulder. This is the garb I choose for my work, as the women are more comfortable when I visit dressed as one of them. And
         I, I have worn many disguises.
      

      
      The sea is shallow here, the waves slow and gentle, washing up on the ribbed sand. The first young man, his Ganesh carefully
         cradled in his arms, walks into the water. Chants waver through the still evening air: Return early next year, Oh Victorious Lord Ganesh. Oh Father Ganesh, come again next year.
      

      
      In Bombay, the Hindus have their many gods, the Muslims pray to Allah, the Christians worship the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost,
         the Zoroastrians stand in devotion before fire.
      

      
      The water is my altar.
      

      
      I pick up a necklace of red lotus blossom, dropped from a decorated Ganesh, and walk to the water’s edge. I take off my sandals
         and shift my heavy bag to my shoulder. A tiny, panicked gecko darts from between two rocks, and runs over my bare feet. Holding
         up the edge of my sari, I join the throngs, wading in to the cool water. I throw the flower necklace as others throw their
         own flowers, or small sweets, or coconuts, into the sea, making their puja to Ganesh.
      

      
      My hand empty, I stand still, looking up. The sky holds faded ribbons of pink.

      
      Suddenly I am weary. I see a little girl, perhaps seven or eight, tightly holding the hand of a woman who is surely her mother.
         The woman smiles at the child as they stand at the edge of the water. The little girl suddenly jumps up and down, her neatly
         braided hair bouncing as she points towards the carried Ganesh. Her sari, a cheerful yellow, is clean and crisp, and small
         bangles jingle on her wrists. The woman’s smile broadens, and the obvious love she feels for her child makes something small
         and mean pinch my chest. At this child’s age I had worn a stained charity frock, and my hair had been untended, hanging long
         and matted down my back. I had run about the mission wild, unnoticed. I knew my mother had never looked at me as this mother
         looks at her child. She had never held my hand with such easy ownership, such pride.
      

      
      And then the child looks up at her mother, and I have a clear view of her little face. Although her eyes shine with excitement,
         her features have a calm confidence, one borne of the knowledge of her place in the world. She knows, I thought, who she is,
         who she belongs to. And how she is loved.
      

      
      I offer a silent prayer that she will never know what I knew. That she will never experience the pain of losing all who protected her, the terror of abandonment, the taste of fear. That those clear, bright eyes will never see what I saw,
         and that she will never have to stoop as low as I did, in order to find my own place in this world. And finally, that she
         will not view it – this world – with the same loneliness that once clouded my vision.
      

      
      I tell myself it is only fatigue, after a long day, digging up the old sorrows and resentments, the old shame. I take a deep
         breath and look away from the mother and child, and away from my secrets, at least for the moment.
      

      
      I watch as Ganesh is submerged into the murky sea. Slowly, the lapping water covers the long trunk, symbolic of deep scriptural
         wisdom. Next it hides the large ears, ready to listen to the Lord’s katha – his tale – with the greatest of zeal. Then the eyes, small in order to view the deity minutely. The water goes over the
         large forehead, developed for great intellect to realise the Lord. Finally, the top of the head is swallowed. If I still believed
         in the Christian dogma, I could imagine that the Hindu Ganesh is being baptised.
      

      
      Although I rarely think about my own attempted baptism, half of my lifetime ago, again the memories come, and I am suddenly
         once more at the mission, on the banks of the Ravi River. As I look back on my life, I wonder if this was when my story really
         began, on an August day much like this one, when the water closed over my head as it does over Lord Ganesh’s now.
      

      
      But unlike today, it was not a time of celebration. There were no chants of joy, no gifts, no offered prayers. My baptism
         had been lonely and grim, performed with brute force, and created out of false hope. Intended to wash away my sins.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      Church of England Medical Mission
      

      
      The Punjab, India

      
      Year of our Lord, 1871

      
      I CAME PERILOUSLY CLOSE to drowning during the baptism. It was my second; the first, performed when I was an infant, obviously hadn’t ‘taken’. My
         mother insisted that my father, being a man of God, perform this repeat baptism in the late summer, just after my fifteenth
         birthday.
      

      
      It was the end of August in the Punjab, a time of weary overabundance. The monsoons had flattened the rubbery red and green
         leaves of the hardy crotons, untended and growing wild around the verandah. The rains sent twisting rivulets down the inner
         walls of the house and infirmary, the thick, thatched roofs unable to withstand the pounding beat. They drove the family of
         bandicoots living behind the manure pile to grow even bolder, running across the courtyard seeking shelter, their long ratty
         tails shining eerily, their greasy coats standing in spikes.
      

      
      The summer corn had been harvested, and now the stalks crackled and swayed in the wind: the lonely, empty sound of paper crumpled
         in the hand. Or the sound of fire, licking and destroying. Roving packs of jackals skulked through the rows at night, scavenging
         for rotted ears, snarling and snapping at each other over the remains. The last unpicked fruit: mangoes and apricots, figs and citrus, had long ago fallen and burst, and the crows picked at the decaying fruit with furtive, stabbing
         motions, their expressionless eyes darting.
      

      
      And the Ravi River, which ran a benign, lazy course in summer, shrunken to a thin ribbon, now eagerly swallowed the offering
         of the monsoons. The endless rain had turned the normally turgid waters into a fast-running river with a surprisingly strong
         new undercurrent, and, swollen with its own importance, it had grown wide and bold, grabbing and pulling in anything that
         dared to venture too close to its thundering edges.
      

      
      The whole mission had a sad, ruined look in the steady grey rain. And what more fitting time for my mother to declare me,
         as well, ruined, and to try to turn back time, try to re-create me and turn me into a more acceptable image of a missionary’s
         daughter?
      

      
      I didn’t know my parents’ plan until the storeroom door was flung open. I heard my mother coming; her heavy footsteps across
         the verandah always gave me time to hide my illicit book and sit up straight, the Bible open in my lap and my features manifesting
         false piety and contrition. I had learned that without this expression I would not be let out for another hour.
      

      
      On this dark, humid afternoon, the skies heavy as they always turned just before the low, black clouds opened, my mother had
         again shut me in the storeroom at the back of the mission house. Her instructions were the usual: to memorise three passages
         from the scriptures. This was how she had seen fit to punish me from the time I was six years of age, and able to read. I
         had spent many, many hours in the storeroom with a Bible in my hands. Probably months, if one added up the twice- or thrice-weekly
         punishments over the last nine years.
      

      
      She would not accept the young woman I had become. She couldn’t comprehend that no matter how many Bible passages I read, how many scriptures I knew by heart, my nature would
         not be changed. And the older I grew the more insulted I became at her basic assumption that if I studied the Bible long enough,
         eventually I would become a different daughter, one that a missionary and his wife could be proud of.
      

      
      I knew with complete certainty that it would never happen.

      
      This last time, when my mother discovered me ‘running wild with heathen friends’ – her description – she had had enough. Something
         more drastic must be done to ensure that I would not burn in the everlasting flames of hell, and continue to embarrass her.
      

      
      The monsoon was gathering strength as my father dragged me by the arm across the back garden of the mission house and then
         continued on, through the remains of the harvested corn and sugar cane fields all the way to the swirling waters of the Ravi
         River that ran a quarter of a mile behind the mission.
      

      
      My mother followed; in spite of the wind I could hear the sudden catch of her breath as she tripped on the hard, broken stalks,
         her uneven gait as she struggled to keep up with my father’s – and my – hurried pace. I didn’t want to look back at her and
         have to see the smug justification I knew would be there.
      

      
      And I didn’t want her to see the uncertainty I knew was on my face. For a long time now it had been important that my mother
         should not read any form of weakness in my expression. Especially not fear.
      

      
      Yet I cannot explain how unexpectedly frightened I was: not of the wind, or the impending rain, or the river itself – there
         was nothing unusual about these things determined by God. It was my father’s strange behaviour which made my breath come quick and panicked, my feet leaden with dread. My father
         was kind and soft spoken. He protected me from my mother’s wrath, and I had never seen him act in a violent manner. But today
         it was as if his mood suddenly reflected the weather.
      

      
      The Ravi churned with a dull, rhythmic pounding as I was pulled into it, the current sucking and grabbing at my skirt. Although
         not as cold as it would become in the next few months, the water was choppy and dirty, filled with what it had dragged in
         from its banks.
      

      
      ‘Father,’ I said, ‘look.’ I pointed, with my free hand, at the bloated carcass of a small black dog, on its back with its
         legs straight up as if they were masts stripped of their sails and yet still hopeful of catching the wind. That same wind
         whipped my hair loose from its ribbons and blew thick strands across my face. The carcass swirled, briefly, in a small eddy
         only a few feet from me, and then was swept away. The dog’s grey tongue was caught between its scissored teeth. I thought
         the sight of the dead creature might make my father relent; he was always moved by the dead, whether human or animal.
      

      
      ‘Don’t make me put my face under this water, Father. Please.’ Mushy cobs bobbed past, and a long, winding strip of threadbare
         black fabric, a Sikh’s lost turban, surely, slapped against my skirt, which billowed up around me: a brown serge mushroom.
         In the next second the black cloth was torn free and hurried after the dead dog as if in pursuit.
      

      
      I pulled back on my arm, putting on my most pleading expression, but my father only gripped my wrist more firmly. My father,
         so mild, often distant. The meek shall inherit the earth. But there was nothing meek about my father this day. His hand, encircling my wrist, was like an iron manacle, cold and locked.
         How had my mother convinced him to carry out her ridiculous demand?
      

      
      ‘Father,’ I asked, one more time, ‘why are you doing this?’ I had asked him the question twice as I’d stumbled behind him.
         He hadn’t answered. But this time he blinked with a rapid staccato, as he always did when perplexed or upset. When he finally
         spoke, his normally gentle voice had a rough quality, although this may have only been caused by the wind. It was as if some
         of the words were ragged, torn.
      

      
      ‘Your mother saw you,’ he said, ‘with Darshan and Jafar.’

      
      ‘What of it?’ I said. Darshan and Jafar were the sons of Sanosh, our cook. They lived in the neighbouring village of Tek Mandi
         but often came to visit their father at the mission. Darshan was two years older than me, his brother a year younger. ‘Father,
         what of it?’
      

      
      ‘She said . . . she said she saw you . . .’ he stopped.

      
      ‘Saw me what?’ I questioned, my own voice now as raw as my father’s. ‘I only talked with them, asking about the goings-on
         in Tek Mandi, about the cricket match they played, of their sister’s up-coming wedding.’ I was shouting to be heard over the
         wind and rushing water. ‘And they played one game of goli; I just watched. Jafar took all of Darshan’s marbles. I did nothing wrong, Father.’
      

      
      ‘I want to believe you, Pree,’ he said, and looked back at the riverbank, where my mother stood. She lifted her chin, and
         my father’s eyelids fluttered. And then, his other hand gripping the back of my neck, he slowly forced me down.
      

      
      My fear was joined by shock – utter disbelief that he would actually do this to me, and yet just before the water swirled
         over my face I found the presence of mind to squeeze my eyes shut and take a gulp of air. I closed my mouth tightly and held
         my breath. The water had an oily texture to it.
      

      
      My father held me under for only a few seconds, then brought me up. ‘Do you renounce Satan, and take unto you the Lord’s name?’
         he asked.
      

      
      I opened my mouth to say Yes, yes I do, in the same reflexive manner as when I echoed my father’s words and amens at our morning prayers. But as my lips parted, water ran into
         my mouth, and I tasted it, tasted that tepid, brackish water of the Ravi, knew that it carried things dead and useless, and
         hesitated.
      

      
      ‘Go on, Pree,’ my father said. ‘Say it. Now. The rain is coming.’

      
      I stared into his thin face, seeing how the skin around his narrow nose had grown white. His well-formed lips were bluish
         under the sandy moustache. There was no green in his hazel eyes; they were brown and muddy as the river, with no hint of compassion.
      

      
      Did I take the Lord into my heart? Did I really want to? And while I remained silent for that long moment, the skies opened
         and rain was dumped on to us as if from huge buckets.
      

      
      Was this the answer I had instinctively waited for?

      
      The hard rain drummed upon the surface of the water and stung my face and neck. I looked at the shore as my father held me
         in the dirty water up to my waist.
      

      
      The others who lived at the mission were gathering there, surely having seen the strange spectacle of my father forcing me
         through the courtyard and into the dead fields.
      

      
      Glory, my mother’s ayah, came from the field to the bank, her dark blue headscarf over her nose and mouth. Following her was
         Sanosh; he held something in his hand, but I couldn’t make out what it was. Finally came Pavit, our leper, slowly hobbling
         to join the others. He walked with great difficulty, his deformed hands using the knobbed sticks of mango wood to help him
         make his way on wrapped feet. He usually didn’t venture out in the rains; now his soaked bandages would have to be changed.
      

      
      My mother stood at the front of the tiny, forlorn assembly, arms hanging limply at her sides, her hair blowing wildly about her head, long orange strands lifting and dropping, lifting and dropping. She shifted from foot to foot, hunching her
         shoulders against the punishing rain.
      

      
      And then I saw Kai, alone to one side, his arms crossed over his chest. His white dhoti and shirt clung to his hips and chest.
         His thick, dark hair was flattened against his scalp. Even from a distance I could see the set of his shoulders, the lift
         of his chin. He stood straight, unmoving, watching with no expression as if he were one of the Hindu stone idols, impervious
         to rain and wind.
      

      
      Kai. I hadn’t seen him for three days. And now he was here to witness this humiliating exhibition. I closed my eyes in shame.

      
      ‘Pree,’ my father said, again, in that new, painful voice, and I opened my eyes and looked back into his face. ‘Pree, take
         unto you the Lord’s name.’
      

      
      I shook my head, my mouth still firmly closed.

      
      ‘What do you mean by defying me, Pree? Renounce Satan. Take the Lord Jesus as your everlasting saviour. Say it, say that you
         take the Lord Jesus into your heart. Say it,’ he demanded, his voice competing with the hammering of the rain. ‘Say it so
         I can tell your mother you’ve repented.’
      

      
      ‘I won’t,’ I shouted, my words blown up and over my head, racing down the river with the same speed as the dead dog. ‘I have
         nothing to repent of.’ Of course this was a bald-faced lie; I knew my many sins. ‘You can’t make me. You cannot force one
         to undergo baptism, Father. I am no longer an infant.’ I raised my voice even louder. ‘When I was a baby you chose to baptise
         me. But this time it’s my choice. Mine. Not yours. And especially not Mother’s.’
      

      
      He stared at me as if confused, and then he glanced towards the shore again. I looked, too; my mother came closer to the rushing
         bank, her eyebrows meeting as she lifted one hand as if to question why my father looked at her, and what, exactly, was happening. The rain was now lashing sideways; I knew it would be my fault when her joints ached tonight.
      

      
      ‘You will say it, Pree,’ he said, his face now so close to mine that he no longer had to raise his voice. I smelled cumin.
         I knew I shamed him in front of the others, knew that all I had to do was say that simple word. Yes. That was all. Yes, Father. But I couldn’t. I realised I didn’t believe it. I didn’t believe that I could take Jesus into my heart; I didn’t want Him
         there. I wanted to be the soul possessor of my own heart. Had I always known this, or was it a revelation that suddenly came
         down upon me in the same way the rain did, sure and swift, with an unmistakable pulse?
      

      
      Squeezing tighter now, his long fingers closed almost entirely round the back of my neck and throat – I felt their pressure
         on my Adam’s apple, making me gasp for air – my father took his other hand from my wrist. In one swift movement he placed
         it, the palm flat, on my chest, and forcefully plunged me backwards into the water. Choking from the pressure on my throat,
         and shocked by the unexpected and disturbing fact of his hand on my breasts, I didn’t take a breath before the water covered
         my nose and mouth. He held me under for a longer period. I felt as though my chest would rupture; bubbles burst from my nostrils.
         I tried to stop him, my waving arms and clawing hands ineffectual, able to only grasp, with my fingertips, the sodden cloth
         of his jacket.
      

      
      When he finally pulled me up, lessening the pressure on my throat, his hand no longer on my chest, I sputtered and gasped.
         My father’s eyelids fluttered rapidly, surely his vision, like mine, blurred by the rain. But in a sudden rush of understanding
         I realised he was having one of his chest spasms; now his eyes were rolling upwards. I could see the veined whites and just
         the bottom curve – crescents of brown – of his irises. And then he shuddered, and his eyes rolled down, back to their usual position. He said nothing, simply looked
         at me with an expression I had never before seen, as if I were a stranger, and not his own child.
      

      
      I met his stare before I was plunged under the surface again and again.

      
      He held me under the water even longer each subsequent time, and finally, as I was brought up into the air after the fifth
         or perhaps the sixth time – I could no longer keep count – my arms fallen limply at my sides, I heard someone screaming. Was
         it my mother? The voice was thin, as if coated in wool, and called my name. Except the name I heard wasn’t mine, wasn’t Pree; it was something else, and yet still I recognised it. I went back under the dark, swirling water, and this time the front
         of my head exploded with a pain I had never before known.
      

      
      And then . . . everything was red. Sara lal hai, sara lal hai. All is red. The Hindi words came to me in the same woolly, muted voice as my name.
      

      
      All is red.
      

      
      My father’s hands released me, and I understood, with dull confusion, that I floated just under the water’s surface, the current
         sucking, pulling me with its flow. Why didn’t I stand, or raise my head into the air? I sunk, my heavy skirt and petticoats
         and boots weighing me down as if they were made of lead. There was spongy softness of reedy mud under me; I knew I gently
         floated along the bottom of the river, and yet I no longer felt any sense of urgency or my earlier panic. I could see myself,
         drifting peacefully, hair around my head like a starfish, like Medusa.
      

      
      The red burst in my head was even brighter now. I was a spinning nebula, preparing to give birth to new stars; I was a brilliant
         flame, one of the lamps lit for Diwali. I was a coloured kite, my string sparkling with dangerous glass in the sun, flying over the flat roofs of Lahore for the festival of Basant. I was part of everything, of the earth and the skies, spiralling out of control, faster and faster, shooting off luminous
         sparks. The pulsing roar of that splendour filled my ears.
      

      
      I’m dying, I thought, but it was a strangely exhilarating sensation. My own atma was only one of the many souls, another spirit on the wheel of Karma, waiting to be reborn.
      

      
      I had never felt so pure.

      
      And then, with a shocking, whooshing rush, I was yanked down from the skies, the bright glow of my sunlit glass deadened,
         cold, in an instant. And in that second of time I was sorry, disappointed to be taken from my moment of wonder. Before I could
         grieve any further, a flat hand, a fist, I couldn’t tell which, pounded between my shoulder blades with powerful blows, the
         dull yet urgent thudding reverberating through my body. My mouth stretched wide, soundless at first, and then, with a long,
         sighing gasp, I pulled air into my lungs. I tried to open my eyes, but they refused to do my bidding. Now my lungs flamed
         as if they truly had been touched by burning glass, and I retched, spitting up the Ravi, gagging as that same strong hand
         pulled my jaw so that my head turned to one side. I emptied myself of the river water in coughing, gagging, explosions. And
         when only a trickle belched from my throat I was carried. The rain pounded against my face as the fist had pounded my back.
      

      
      The jarring motion of my head bouncing against a solid chest brought back some far, distant memory, forgotten until now. Sara lal hai.
      

      
      All is red.

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      MY MOTHER BENT OVER me, attempting to undo my bodice, but her fingers felt huge, clumsy, as she fumbled with the small bone buttons, and I pushed
         her hand away.
      

      
      ‘Come, Pree. Rouse yourself. Take off your wet clothes.’

      
      I tried to focus on her face. I held my breath against the stink of her rotting gums. On my back with my arms at my sides,
         my hands palm down on the bed, my fingers touched something unfamiliar beneath me. Someone had placed a woven mat over the
         bedclothes to protect them from my soaked clothing.
      

      
      ‘What was it preventing you from accepting the Lord into your heart?’ my mother asked, stepping back, holding the ever-present
         handkerchief to her lips. Above the square of stained white cotton her eyes flashed in the dim circle of light from the lamp.
      

      
      It had grown dark – was it evening, or simply the heavy clouds blotting out the daylight? How much time had passed between
         my time in the river and now? The naphtha lamp hung from a hook suspended in the wall over my bed, swaying slightly in the
         damp, chilled air that whispered through the half-opened louvres. The lamp’s flame, even though protected by the smudged glass,
         flickered.
      

      
      I could hear rain, although the fury had lessened.

      
      ‘Pree? Why would you not do your father’s bidding? Answer me.’

      
      Long wet strands of my hair were wrapped over my chin and throat, and I weakly reached up to pull them away, lightly pushing
         away my mother’s hand as it returned to hover over my bodice. She moved back a second time, feeling for the wooden chair beside
         the bed. I heard the creak of its spindly legs as she lowered herself to its cane seat. My unexpected silence obviously surprised
         my mother. I always had a ready – and usually sharp – retort for her questions or demands.
      

      
      ‘Because although some Indians and half-castes do embrace Christianity,’ she said, into the quiet room, ‘led to it as easily
         as a wasp to sugar water, you – the daughter of a Church of England minister – refuse to open yourself to our Lord.’ She stared
         down at me pointedly.
      

      
      Still I said nothing. What she said wasn’t true; conversion of the natives appeared impossible, at least for my father. I
         studied the dancing shadows from the moving flame thrown on to the rough walls with their peeling whitewash. The rhythm of
         the shadows unexpectedly reminded me of the terrible and brutal dance to the goddess of death, Kali. I had seen a devotee
         spinning by hooks cut through his back in Lahore the year before. His face wore a look of pious beatification as he whirled
         over the heads of the crowd, the cruel hooks pulling his skin into sharp, pointed shapes. Triangles, tents, pyramids, I remember
         thinking, his skin no longer flesh but something else: transformed, sinuous fabric. I had stood with my hands over my mouth,
         unable to look away from the stretched skin and the man’s face. His mouth had been open in a silent cry, yet his eyes, staring
         and glazed as crystal, were filled with joy, as though witnessing some magnificence unseen by the rest of us.
      

      
      Now I squeezed my eyes shut. The disciple mutilating his own body, the naked sadhus renouncing all worldly possession and
         slowly starving themselves to death, the Christians facing the lions, all the suffering for one’s beliefs and spiritual attainment whirled through my head.
      

      
      I didn’t want this suffering. Even though my parents were missionaries, I didn’t want to be trapped within the confines of
         religion, forced into their beliefs simply because I was their daughter. I was only fifteen – I wanted to be free to make
         up my own mind, in time.
      

      
      I opened my eyes and my mother moved, blocking the moving shadows, slamming the door on my images of the swinging Hindu and
         the excitable and deadly teeth of the lions. I blinked.
      

      
      ‘Well? What do you have to say for yourself, Pree? This wouldn’t have happened if you had answered your father as was only
         proper. I am in complete despair over you. Why are you so stubborn about accepting the Lord’s ways?’
      

      
      I continued to stare at the wall. ‘I don’t know, Mother,’ I said quietly. Perhaps I had used all my energy. I was indeed overcome
         with the weariness of the struggle. Not just today’s struggle, but the one that had gone on for so long – the struggle between
         my mother and myself, between the Lord and myself.
      

      
      And I was not only weary, but wary, deeply disturbed by the fact that my father could have given in to my mother’s unreasonable
         demands, and treated me in such a frightening manner. I couldn’t lose the image of his crazed, wind-blown appearance, the
         combination of confusion and unfamiliar fury on his usually placid face.
      

      
      While I had witnessed his anger a very few times – and these were when he had been trying to prevent ill-treatment of man
         towards man or animal – he had never mistreated anyone. Although certainly he had been distressed with my behaviour on many,
         many occasions, it was my mother who disciplined me firmly, with hand and with stick, as well as with confinement in the storeroom.
         My father’s only reaction to what he referred to as my antics was a long, sorrowing look and the usual questions, to which I had to give the proper responses.
      

      
      ‘Where do sinners go, Pree?’

      
      ‘ “The wicked shall be turned into hell, and all the nations that forget God,” Father, Psalm 9: verse 17.’

      
      ‘And Pree, how can you escape this hell?’

      
      ‘ “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved,” Acts 16: verse 31.’

      
      He would nod, then, and turn away.

      
      From the time I was ten years old I had known, with sad certainty, that although my father was kindly and well meaning, he
         was weak of character. He was bullied by my mother. He could not stand up to Glory or Sanosh, the servants. Even Marta, our
         water buffalo, would lower her head stubbornly when he attempted to hitch her to the cart. And he had no influence, spiritually,
         over the natives who came to our mission for medical help. In my memory he had been unable to harvest Christianity in even
         one of them, except for our own Pavit. I saw now that apart from reading his Bible and presiding over morning prayers, he
         spoke little about anything of a religious nature. He carried out his work in the infirmary, helping those who came. But he
         no longer exhibited a desire, or even interest, in speaking to the patients about evangelism.
      

      
      No, it was my mother who carried the power and strength in our family, who made me endlessly repeat the scriptures to her,
         ensuring herself they were firmly fixed in my head. As the wife of a minister it was not behoving that she be unable to effortlessly
         bring forth simple scriptures, and yet I saw, more and more, her struggle in trying to recall Bible verses. It appeared that
         her memory was not as it once was, and this angered her.
      

      
      She carried this anger over many things: the dead babies in the graves behind the mission, the ants in the flour, the creeping rot on the walls, her own ill health. Anger for not being able to force me to be the kind of young woman she wished
         me to be.
      

      
      I witnessed her anger, and while I was young I was a victim of it. I didn’t attempt to understand it, but simply accepted
         it, in the way of a child. But that time had long passed, and I would not allow her to treat me as she treated my father and
         the others at the mission. I had not brought her here, to this miserable run-down mission on a dusty, narrow country lane running off the Grand Trunk
         Road. I had not chosen for her a life of pious poverty. I was not responsible for her misery. And I would not be blamed for
         it.
      

      
      My mother was tall, almost as tall as my father, and raw boned, her wrists and collarbones knobbly. Her hands were large and
         permanently red. Her thick, curly hair, once a bright red-orange, was now faded ginger, falling about her face and shoulders
         in fizzled strands. Unlike my father, and in spite of her ginger hair, her skin didn’t burn, and she rarely wore anything
         on her head. She was covered in freckles which seemed, as she grew older, and with the constant exposure to the sun, to run
         together, giving her skin a darkened, blotchy appearance. She usually wore a limp, wrinkled cotton frock with no stays, no
         adornment at all, not even a lace trim on her collar. When she was working in the infirmary she often unbuttoned her collar
         and cuffs, and on rare occasions even rolled up her sleeves, exposing her sinewy freckled wrists and forearms. Once I observed
         my father speaking to her about this in a low voice.
      

      
      ‘Mother?’ he said. He always called her Mother when we were alone, and Mrs Fincastle in front of anyone else, including the
         natives who couldn’t understand English. He glanced at the doorway and nodded: two Hindu men, one limping heavily and helped
         by the other, stood on the verandah. ‘Your sleeves,’ he said, with a quiet, firm tone.
      

      
      She raised her chin. ‘We’re not in a drawing room in London, may I remind you, Reverend.’ She chose to call him Reverend both
         in public and private. ‘I’ll keep my sleeves rolled up if I so wish.’
      

      
      This is how it usually was between my parents: he requested, she defied.

      
      And yet in spite of my mother’s lack of respect for my father, she still wished to discuss her health with him. She constantly
         demanded attention from him on this topic, seeking his sympathy. Her health was her favourite topic; she stressed that she
         wasn’t well because of the horrors of living in India. She discussed cases from the medical books in the infirmary, pointing
         out her similar symptoms, determining that she’d contracted a certain illness, occasionally trying to convince my father to
         bleed and purge her.
      

      
      But at her pleadings he would only shake his head in a resigned manner, obviously dismayed at my mother’s requests for invasive
         treatments to rid her body of toxins. And although he also told her not to swallow any more medicine, she still drank liquid
         calomel. When I had, a few years ago, asked my father what this was that I often noticed my mother dosing herself with, he
         explained that it was a chalky mixture of mercury and chlorine. He shook his head, looking out at the fields with a grim expression.
         ‘In spite of all that I tell her, she believes it protects her from many illnesses, or will cure the imaginary ones she has.
         And she continues to acquire it from someone in Lahore, although I no longer order it. I’ve never discovered where she gets
         it or keeps it.’
      

      
      He looked from the fields to me. ‘It’s what’s caused the problems with her mouth.’

      
      Up until then I simply accepted the state of my mother’s mouth as rotting teeth or a gum disease; I’d seen many of both at
         the infirmary. But now I understood that it was because she’d taken the calomel for so long that her saliva came too readily to fill her mouth. This was why she had to hold a handkerchief to her lips – to mop up her constant drooling.
         But the handkerchief covering her mouth was also vanity, because the calomel was slowly rotting her gums. At times they bled,
         and her teeth were brown and softening, and couldn’t remain too much longer in her head. All of this created, in her mouth,
         the odour of decaying meat. I had too often been the recipient of that hot, stinking breath, sometimes peppered with frothy
         saliva, upon my face as my mother grabbed me and pulled me close, scolding me for various disobediences.
      

      
      ‘Will her mouth grow worse?’ I had asked my father.

      
      He nodded. ‘Eventually. And it can also . . .’ He stopped, looking away from me.

      
      ‘It can also what?’ I prompted, but he would speak no further of it.

      
      The look on his face made me go out to the infirmary with a candle that night, and spend a long time looking through his line
         of musty books. Eventually I found what I was looking for in Buchan’s Domestic Medicine – the properties and usefulness of calomel. I read, pulling the candle even closer, that while calomel does have healing
         qualities for cholera, and is a cathartic, it should only be taken in small doses for a short time because of its effect on
         the mouth.
      

      
      But the most chilling discovery – something my father couldn’t bring himself to speak of – was that the mercury in calomel
         can also affect the brain, slowly resulting in fatal madness.
      

      
      Lying on my bed in my wet clothes, all fight had gone out of me. On that particular windy evening as the monsoons swept through
         the plains of northern India, I had no energy left to spar with my mother. Surely my unfamiliar lethargy was a direct cause
         of the ordeal I had just suffered.
      

      
      But, feeling as I did, maybe I had a glimmer of understanding of my mother’s discontent. Was this the way she always felt?
         I looked at her; she was studying me with an odd, somehow careful expression.
      

      
      ‘You don’t know why you can’t accept the Lord into your heart? That’s your answer? You don’t know? You, the daughter born
         of missionaries, born into a home which has always revered the Lord most high, which supports itself through that devotion,
         don’t know why you can’t feel as your father and I do?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. I don’t know,’ I repeated, suddenly annoyed – no, angry – with her persistent questions. Especially after what I’d just
         gone through. I found my old strength, and sat up. ‘I don’t know. And I can’t. I simply can’t, Mother.’ My voice rose to a
         dangerous level as I stared at her. I know she saw that I did speak the truth, for her look was suddenly sharp, and troubled,
         and this brought me further strength. And also a strange, slightly guilty pleasure, to witness her dismay.
      

      
      ‘How could Father have treated me so cruelly?’ I asked, growing ever louder. ‘I almost drowned,’ I said, trying to sound indignant.
         But perhaps it came out as simply petulant. I undid my bodice, then pulled down the top of my dress, wriggling out of it.
      

      
      My mother rose from the chair, the dry wood giving a tiny shriek of relief. Her shoulders were high and stiff as she turned
         so that she wouldn’t see me undress. ‘Really, Pree. You are too immodest,’ she said.
      

      
      I stopped in the middle of peeling off my wet petticoat, suddenly remembering the strange statement my father had made about
         Darshan and Jafar. ‘What did you tell Father about me with Sanosh’s boys?’ I asked. ‘What lies did you make up to convince
         him that I must be baptised again?’
      

      
      She didn’t turn to face me, and I heard the sucking sound she made when she tried to swallow her excess saliva.

      
      ‘Mother?’
      

      
      ‘You’re too old to be running about with boys,’ she said.

      
      ‘Running about? I haven’t run about – as you call it – for some time, Mother.’ When I was much younger I had been a rather wild and unkempt child, I suppose. My parents were always overly busy, and I had no ayah to watch over me like
         the English children in the Lahore cantonment.
      

      
      But those days had long passed. And so for my mother to insinuate that I was still that bedraggled, careless child was insulting.

      
      ‘Darshan and Jafar stopped by to visit their father; I was only talking with them, watching them with their marbles. I’ve
         known them all these years, ever since Sanosh came when I was so young. You know that. They’re my friends.’ I tossed my ruined
         boots to the floor with an angry thud.
      

      
      My mother whirled around at the sound. ‘They are most certainly not your friends. And you shan’t have anything more to do with them. We shall speak no more of it, but you are forbidden to associate
         with those young men.’ She snicked her tongue. ‘Cover your paps.’
      

      
      Ignoring her request, wearing only my linen under-drawers, I sat on the edge of my bed as I rolled down my stockings. I opened
         my mouth to argue as she crossed the room, but then closed it as I studied her.
      

      
      ‘Mother?’ I pulled my nightdress from under my pillow. ‘Mother,’ I repeated, more loudly, putting the nightdress over my head
         and slipping my arms into the sleeves.
      

      
      She was at the doorway, but looked over her shoulder at me.

      
      Under my nightdress, I stepped out of my drawers. ‘What happened? Why did Father let me go?’ Now I remembered the thin screams.
         I slid the damp mat from the bed on to the floor and lay down, still watching my mother’s face.
      

      
      Her expression underwent a change; it was as if she were debating with herself. ‘Your father had one of his . . . turns,’ she finally said, and I suddenly remembered how his eyes had
         rolled upwards as his face contorted. ‘He . . . he couldn’t hold you any longer, and let you go. You know how it comes over
         him,’ she said, stressing each word in an uncharacteristic manner.
      

      
      When his periodic chest ailment occurred, my father’s heart bucked and jumped in an irregular dance, and a weakness overtook
         him, drenching him with sweat, and he had to sit, tearing at his collar and gasping to breathe.
      

      
      ‘And he let you go,’ my mother repeated, slowly, each word very formed and clear as she stared at me as if I were partly deaf
         and needed to study her lips to understand. ‘He had to. He himself fell forward into the river. Sanosh and Kai rushed out
         and supported him, dragging him back to the shore. You . . . you were just . . . standing there, I’m sure of it. I’m sure I saw
         you standing,’ she said, too loudly now. Defensive. ‘We were concerned for your father. But then . . . we didn’t know . . . Sanosh
         and Kai were still helping him out of the water, and I didn’t . . . I was concerned about him, of course, while you—’
      

      
      ‘While I what?’ I interrupted. ‘While I was not to be concerned about?’ I could have drowned.
      

      
      ‘It all happened so quickly, and the rain made it difficult to see, but Kai – it was Kai who realised – who ran back into
         the water, and found you, lifting and carrying you back to the house.’ She spoke rapidly, her voice as hard and angry as mine,
         now that I had challenged her. She dabbed at the saliva snaking down her chin
      

      
      She moved into the darkness near the door, and I could no longer see her face. I lay in a circle of light. A silver moth fluttered
         about the lamp, then touched the glass, trembling in ecstasy before falling to the folds of my nightdress.
      

      
      ‘You don’t remember Kai bringing you back here?’ she asked, and in that instant I wondered if it were really she who had screamed. Could it have been me? Or was it just inside
         my head, the effects of struggling to breathe? What had I been thinking as I sunk under the surface of the river? Something
         disturbing, something . . . a memory.
      

      
      ‘Make sure you stuff your boots,’ she said, in the open doorway now, ‘or they’ll shrink.’

      
      ‘I’m never going back into the storeroom,’ I said, although quietly. I needed her to understand what this day had done to
         me. ‘I’m no longer a child to be punished in such a silly way.’
      

      
      She didn’t respond, closing the door behind her.

      
      I picked up the dead moth by its still wings, studying its shape. I couldn’t remember its Latin name; I would ask Kai tomorrow.
         I leaned over and set it on the stack of books on the floor on the other side of my bed.
      

      
      ‘I almost drowned,’ I said again, although more quietly, into the empty room. What if Kai hadn’t returned, this very day,
         from wherever he had gone? How long would it have been before my mother, or Glory or Sanosh or Pavit noticed that I had disappeared?
         Would my mother have sent Sanosh back for me, or would she herself have waded into that filthy, rushing water to search for
         me, only to discover it was too late, that I’d been swept downstream?
      

      
      I knew my father would not be able to live with it should I have drowned. It would surely be the final blow to his already
         shaky beliefs; I couldn’t imagine how he’d carry on. But would my mother feel any responsibility, any guilt? She would mourn
         the loss of her only living child, oh yes, but would she accept it as the Lord’s decision, and consider it simply another
         pillar of her martyrdom?
      

      
      I pulled up the thin coverlet and turned on to my side. My pillow was already sodden from my thick wet hair. In the flickering
         shadows I looked at the heap of my soaked clothing, the heavy scuffed boots, their high edges already curling.
      

      
      I tried to remember what it was that had seemed so real and frightening just as I had sunk into that strange, brilliant state
         under the surface of the Ravi River.
      

      
      I thought of Kai, carrying me. It was his chest I had rested against. I wanted to remember the feel of his arms, holding me.

      
      And then I thought of my father’s face, looming over me, his pale hair around his head in a crazed nimbus. I had trusted him,
         and he had failed me.
      

      
      My eyes burned, and I squeezed them shut, but hot tears – angry, confused – came, and I couldn’t stop them. I only wanted
         to sleep, and have this terrible day over.
      

      
      But sleep wouldn’t come. I cried as I counted the times a mynah called in the dark, wet air. Sixteen.

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      I WAS ALWAYS COUNTING. Eight was my favourite number; when I found something adding up to eight – whether in nature or contrived by man – I was
         sure it was a harbinger of good luck. Any multiples of it might – possibly – also herald a positive outcome.
      

      
      I counted the number of steps I took, the clouds above me, the bright green parakeets gathered in the peepul tree in the courtyard
         each morning, the gleaming copper pots Sanosh lined up outside the rasoi where he prepared our food, or the times Marta bellowed as she waited to be milked each morning. I counted how many pins
         were in my mother’s hair; I counted how many times my father used the phrase Praise the Lord during morning prayers.
      

      
      Until recently my father often spoke to me of various issues; he informed me of events taking place in the Punjab that he
         heard about in Lahore, and sometimes even asked my opinion. I realised he treated me with a certain respect; this was why
         his attempts to baptise me, against my will, were all the more shocking.
      

      
      The morning of my attempted baptism my father had uttered Praise the Lord eleven times, always an unlucky number for me. Now I wondered if it were a portent of what had happened: that my father,
         in an attempt to make me a better Christian, had instead pushed me ever further from his beliefs.
      

      
      
      

      
      My father was the Reverend Mr Samuel Fincastle of London, and had established this particular mission outside of Lahore when
         I was a little over two years old.
      

      
      His own father had been just prosperous enough to allow his son to choose a craft; my father attended the Royal College of
         Surgeons in London, where he learned the workings of the organs inside the body and how to set bones and deal with a variety
         of ophthalmologic and skin disorders. He said he imagined this would be his life’s work. But one day, he had told me, in a
         dreary cellar in East London, working over the torn body of a child trampled by a team of runaway horses, he received the
         calling. He would never speak much of this, simply saying he knew with complete conviction as he gazed upon a curious light
         filling the dying child’s face, that he was needed to help the poor heathen souls find their true salvation through evangelicalism.
         He then studied theology, and caught the fervour for what he saw as this strange and chaotic land through the stories of a
         senior minister who had lived here for twenty years.
      

      
      He was not young when he came to India; all his studies had taken him into his thirties before he was able to find the means
         to marry my mother, younger than he was by fifteen years. And so he arrived in India in 1849 to spread the word of the Lord
         and to minister to the sick. His first mission was a small one in the city of Allahabad, situated halfway between Calcutta
         in the south-east and Delhi in the north-west. Although my parents had been married for a year before my father left England,
         my mother’s difficult confinement had prevented her from accompanying my father.
      

      
      Baby Elijah had been born in England four months after my father left for this country. Although my older brother lived for
         close to two years, he had been born with a twisted spine and weak lungs, and his health was so delicate that it was impossible for my mother to take him on the long and arduous sea voyage to India. When he finally succumbed to his frailties,
         my mother, after a period of mourning, sailed to India and joined my father at the end of 1853.
      

      
      They had been apart for almost four years.

      
      Together they maintained the mission in Allahabad for another three years; my sister Alice Ann was born and died there, and
         I was born there as well, on August 17, 1856. We had moved north, to the Punjab, to start this mission in 1858, after the
         last flames of the two-year rebellion against the English in northern India by the sepoys – Indian soldiers employed by the
         British army – had been smothered.
      

      
      Since my parents had been unsuccessful in converting the Hindus and Muslims who lived in the area surrounding Allahabad, they
         felt their chances might improve here, in the northern Punjab, when this part of the country was still unsettled from the
         recent bloodshed of the rebellion. They imagined that they could build on the possible introspection of the natives on the
         crimes committed against the Europeans. Constructing the mission with its infirmary on a strip of countryside, granted to
         my father by the Church of England, we were a three-hour cart ride from the grand city of Lahore.
      

      
      Following the course of the next few years at the new mission came my other siblings: Elizabeth, and finally Gabriel, born
         when I was six. Like Alice Ann, neither Elizabeth nor Gabriel lived beyond infancy. I don’t remember Elizabeth, or much of
         anything before that, but it seems all my memories started shortly before Gabriel died. I can clearly recall his shock of
         orange hair, the same colour as my mother’s once was, and his tiny, wan face, pale as chalk. His high, trembling call was
         like that of a weak kitten. His cries went on day after day, night after night, endlessly, it seemed to my child’s ear. And
         then one morning when I awoke I realised the sound I heard wasn’t my little brother’s usual thin cry, but my mother’s wail. And with that I knew he
         was dead and had flown up to heaven on his glorious wings to be with the others, Elijah and Alice Ann and Elizabeth, another
         child to sit with the lambs at the feet of Jesus. Another angel to look down upon me.
      

      
      Gabriel had lived longer than the two little girls born before him: he had survived almost four months before this land claimed
         him. Although Elijah was buried in England, and Alice Ann in Allahabad, there were four headstones at our mission cemetery,
         for my mother could not bear to leave her memories behind. The white marble headstones were small and square, with the children’s
         names chipped into the smooth face. They stood in a fenced area in the shade of a sheesham tree in a cleared space of field
         behind the mission. The recessed names turned green in wet weather, mossy and damp, and I often ran my fingers over the furry
         pattern. One of my weekly jobs was to weed the tiny cemetery and trim the mounds of red and pink and white impatiens, planted
         by my mother and growing in abundance on each grave, as well as wash the white stones of both summer dust and muddy monsoon
         splashes.
      

      
      Four Fincastle children, all dead. And me, just me, christened Priscilla but called Pree, very much alive in this shabby mission
         in the alternating rotten lushness and dust of the Punjab.
      

      
      The morning after my failed baptism, I took the tiny hand mirror with its enamelled handle – one of my discoveries from the
         latest charity box – and studied my reflection. I looked first at my brown eyes, flecked with gold, then moved the mirror
         downward to my nose and mouth, then my chin, and, finally, to my throat. The darkening bruises of my father’s fingers were
         there, purple-fresh, as if pansies had pressed their faces against my skin. I placed my own fingers over the rounded, petal-like shapes, wondering how my father and I would behave
         towards each other this morning.
      

      
      In spite of my shock and anger at him, some small part of me pitied him. I knew he didn’t wish to hurt me, knew he would be
         horrified to see the evidence of brutality, never before demonstrated, on his only living child. But there was nothing to
         be done about the marks. I currently possessed three frocks, and none had a collar high enough to cover my bruised throat.
      

      
      I heard movement from the other side of the thin wall that separated my bedroom from my parents’: my father’s usual dry cough
         upon arising, the dull rasp of my mother’s voice. My tiny room was almost filled by the narrow bed with its high wooden spindles,
         draped with greying mosquito netting in the hot and wet months. The sagging mattress was felt stuffed; every year I had to
         open it and take out the hard, flattened felt and re-stuff it. A scratchy coir mat covered the uneven floorboards on one side
         of the bed, and on it sat the brittle cane chair. The only other furniture was a high dresser of mango wood over which was
         propped an image of the Red Fort painted on to wood that Kai had once given me after making a trip to Delhi. My frocks and
         petticoats hung from nails in the wall.
      

      
      Still touching my throat, I moved to my bedroom window, looking out into the back garden with the three simple one-room huts
         belonging to Glory, Kai and Pavit. Built of bricks of lime, molasses, brick-dust and cut hemp, called pukka, they were formed
         wet, and became harder and tougher than stone when dry. Each hut had a woven curtain over the low doorway, and one uncovered
         window at the back.
      

      
      I wanted to thank Kai for what he had done yesterday. Thank him for saving me, not as my father wished to save my soul, but
         for saving my life. I grimaced at the realisation that it was Kai who, as he held me and pounded my back, had seen me belching and spitting up the revolting river water. I hoped
         he was at the mission today; more and more he disappeared for days at a time, and when he was gone it was as if I waited in
         some strange, suspended emptiness. I watched for him, listened for the sound of his whistle as he walked up the road, his
         arms swinging in quick time with his step. I sometimes surreptitiously checked his hut before going to bed, wanting to reassure
         myself he was lying on his charpoy, reading or studying one of his maps.
      

      
      There was no sign of him this morning.

      
      With one more glance at my bruised neck in the tiny mirror, I silently opened my bedroom door, which led directly into the
         dining room.
      

      
      The dining room held a rectangular table of stained pine, which was at all times covered with a threadbare damask cover, to
         hide its poor quality. Around it sat four Queen Ann chairs with padded seats of faded burgundy velvet. There was a sideboard
         with an assortment of mismatched china and a silver tea service on its tray. A doorway led into the sitting room, and on the
         opposite wall was a side door leading to the same verandah which ran from the front in an L-shape around the side of the house.
         The shuttered windows in both the dining room and sitting room faced the road.
      

      
      My father was at the table, his back to me, head down as he read from his Bible. The idea of sitting across from him at the
         silent table, the marks on my neck shouting out what had happened the day before, was deeply unsettling.
      

      
      Although dressed for my work in the infirmary, in my simple cotton frock and white apron, I was barefoot. I hadn’t stuffed
         my boots as my mother had instructed me, and when I tried to put my lisle-covered foot inside, the leather was still wet and
         cold, too tight. I could not force my foot inside, and so I’d taken off my stockings and crept behind my father, wanting to slip out the side door. I was almost at the door when
         the floorboards, swollen with damp, creaked.
      

      
      I looked at my father almost guiltily – although what, I asked myself at the same time, did I have to feel guilty about? His
         head rose in a quick, bird-like way at the sound, and he turned, and then stood and came to me, putting his hand on my arm.
         I looked down at his hand, trying to stay angry, trying to dredge up all the shock and rage I had felt the evening before
         as I lay on my bed, going over my father’s strange behaviour. But I couldn’t. I stared at his fingers, so long and pale, seeing
         a few sparse, straight hairs on them, and couldn’t retrieve that anger.
      

      
      ‘Pree,’ he said. ‘Please.’

      
      I took my eyes from his fingers, and looked at his sleeve. He wore his black jacket instead of his usual daily one. He had
         two – this one, his better one – and a threadbare tweed. I knew he had on his Sunday jacket because his tweed would still
         be damp from yesterday. Nothing dried during the time of the monsoons. By tonight the tweed would carry a faint threading
         of green mould which would have to be briskly brushed away before he could wear it again.
      

      
      ‘I . . . I wish to ask your forgiveness. I’m not entirely . . . not sure what came over me yesterday,’ he said.

      
      Finally I looked into his face. His eyes were red rimmed, and the circles beneath them, the same violent purple as my bruises,
         stood darker than usual. I knew he hadn’t slept well, if at all.
      

      
      ‘You’re a difficult child, Pree,’ he said. ‘No. You’re no longer a child. You’re a difficult young woman. And this is why
         we – your mother and I – expect more of you.’
      

      
      ‘That’s no reason to treat me as you did,’ I said, my voice toneless, and I lifted one hand, my free hand, to gesture at the
         dark flowers blooming on my throat.
      

      
      His eyes slid to my neck and he winced as if his chest pained, but I knew it was the sight of his own fingerprints on my skin.
         ‘Yes. You’re absolutely right. There was no reason for any of my behaviour.’
      

      
      ‘You only did it because Mother told you to.’

      
      I wanted him to agree, to blame my mother for his actions.

      
      ‘No. I also believed that it might help your wayward spirit if you—’

      
      ‘But Mother put you up to it,’ I interrupted.

      
      He took his hand from my arm. ‘Sit down now, Pree, and eat your breakfast,’ he said. ‘Will you accept my apology?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ I had forgiven him when I looked at his fingers on my arm, the ghostly hairs somehow evoking sympathy. ‘But didn’t
         she force you into it? You would never—’
      

      
      ‘That’s enough, Pree,’ he said, his voice slow and heavy as he went back to his chair and picked up the Bible. ‘Come. Come
         and sit down.’
      

      
      I went to the table but didn’t sit, standing behind my chair and gripping the back of it.

      
      ‘We won’t discuss this any further,’ my father said, raising his chin at a sudden shuffle. ‘Hopefully that’s Sanosh with the
         porridge. He’s late this morning.’
      

      
      But it wasn’t Sanosh on the verandah. It was my mother, emerging from her bedroom into the sitting room. Her hair was down,
         tangled, and she still wore her dressing gown as she passed through the sitting room and leaned heavily against the door jamb
         of the dining room.
      

      
      ‘Where’s Glory? She hasn’t been in to attend to me yet,’ she said, with weary annoyance.

      
      ‘Help your mother, Pree,’ my father said, his voice so exhausted, somehow grief filled, that I silently turned and followed
         my mother back into her room. I couldn’t start this day with another act of rebellion, another pique of temper. What my father had said was true; I was no longer a child, but a young woman.
      

      
      It was difficult to brush through my mother’s hair – even though it appeared to have grown thin of late – using her prized
         tortoise-shell brush with its boar bristles. Her hair needed washing; it was lank and gave off an oily odour. And because
         it was so dirty it was difficult to pin it up into the arrangement she preferred. The strands slid this way and that under
         the tiny metal clamps she handed up to me one at a time.
      

      
      ‘You’re not doing it properly,’ she finally complained, taking the dish of hairpins from her lap and slamming it on to the
         top of her dressing table. Some of the pins scattered on the worn surface. She hadn’t commented on my marked throat; did she
         even notice? ‘Fetch Glory. Although she’s generally useless, at least she’s capable of doing my hair as I wish.’
      

      
      I left the room, passing my father, who now had his head bent over the bowl Sanosh must have brought in. I saw his scalp,
         too pale. He still read, slowly spooning the thick, steaming porridge into his mouth. No matter what the season, my father
         ate his hot oatmeal every morning.
      

      
      I went to Glory’s hut. She was lying on her bed on her side, propped on one elbow, idly trying on glass bangles. A half-eaten
         roti lay on the cover of her rope charpoy.
      

      
      ‘Please, Glory, my mother needs you,’ I told her, and she looked at me with just the slightest hint of insolence, pulling
         off the bangles. They clinked and chimed as she set them back into their box with deliberate but annoyed movements.
      

      
      At the sight and smell of the fresh roti my stomach contracted with hunger, but I didn’t want to sit in the dining room with my father. And I didn’t want the bland
         porridge, with its pat of butter and sprinkling of salt my father said gave it flavour.
      

      
      Instead, I went to the rasoi, the kitchen hut off the side verandah where all the food for the mission was prepared. Sanosh didn’t look at me, as he was
         busy making more rotis. He pulled the dough into balls, flattening them by tossing them from hand to hand, then slapping them on to the top of the
         clay oven. As I so often had as a child, I crouched beside him and fanned the flames with a cluster of thin dried stalks to
         keep the heat intense; each roti took only a few minutes.
      

      
      As I fanned, I looked at the road that ran in front of the mission house, separated from our courtyard by a wooden fence.
         Fences which separated the farms and kept animals enclosed at night were hardened mud, but ours was wood, befitting, I suppose,
         what my parents deemed to be suitable for a Christian mission. I watched a farmer with his bullock cart piled impossibly high
         with hay rumble by. A few koss in one direction lay Tek Mandi, and in the other direction was the village of Dipha. There were other tiny nameless clusters
         of mud and thatch homes where the farmers who worked the surrounding fields lived; it was these farmers and their families
         who made up most of our patients.
      

      
      I doubted Kai was on his way to one of the villages, for there could be nothing of interest in any of them for a person such
         as he. Surely he had gone south, only a ten-minute walk to the Grand Trunk Road, and was now on his way to Lahore.
      

      
      In the opposite direction to Lahore, hundreds of miles north, the road led to Rawalpindi and into the North-West Frontier
         and the city of Peshawar. And beyond Peshawar lay the Khyber Pass, entrance to Afghanistan. Although I had never travelled
         further than Lahore, when young I had studied the map of the world my mother unrolled once a week for my geography lessons.
         She had eventually given the map to Kai; to this day it hung on the wall of his hut, creased and worn, the country marked in Indian ink by Kai in some pattern I didn’t understand. He had many maps, rolled into long
         cylinders and tied with twine. I often came upon him poring over one, his finger tracing the lines of roads and rivers and
         his lips moving as if arguing with someone unseen.
      

      
      When the last roti was baked, I silently watched Sanosh begin to prepare sookh aloo, the flavoured potatoes I loved. He pulled out his clay bowls of spices and seeds. Without looking at me he placed a small
         pile of bright yellow turmeric seed on a heavy stone and passed it to me. With another stone, I ground it while his deft fingers
         chopped cooked potato.
      

      
      I had acted as Sanosh’s masalchi always; he had taught me to grind the spices, placing little hills of greens, browns and yellows on the stone and demonstrating
         the motion necessary. I loved doing this, the easy, repetitive movement, the smells of the turmeric and coriander and ginger,
         the cloves and cinnamon and nutmeg and black pepper filling my head. Sanosh was kindly and patient; I could always count on
         him to slip me something tasty when I passed the rasoi. Although his home was in the nearby village of Tek Mandi, Sanosh stayed at the mission during the week, sleeping on a woven
         mat in the rasoi beside his pots, making sure the foodstuff was untouched by wild animals or thieving dacoits. One afternoon a week he went to his village – his wife had died some years earlier, but his oldest unmarried daughter cooked
         and cleaned for him and his sons – after he had finished scouring the pots and had left dinner prepared.
      

      
      Now he heated oil in a heavy pan, and after a few minutes dropped in a cumin seed. It sizzled and floated; the oil was hot
         enough. He dropped in asafetida, stirring it, and then more cumin and fennel and mustard seeds. When the seeds popped he added
         the chillies and stirred everything until it was darkened, the chillies swollen. He dumped in the potatoes, then, still watching
         the pan, he put out his hand. I gave him the stone with the turmeric ground into a fine paste, which he scraped into the gently bubbling mixture. As he stirred
         it gently, I took a square of potato and popped it into my mouth, making a sound of pleasure. Sanosh looked up at me, smiling,
         and I returned the smile. But then his smile faded, and I realised he had seen my neck. I put my hand over the marks.
      

      
      Immediately Sanosh lowered his head and went back to his stirring, saying nothing. Steam rose with the sizzle, and Jassie’s
         nose appeared.
      

      
      Jasmine was my dog, named after my favourite flower, although I called her Jassie. Her nose in the air, sniffing the odour
         of the cooking food, she slunk out from the hollowed space under the wooden frame of the rasoi, her tail between her legs. She was not a pariah dog, but had probably briefly been owned by someone. Wary, she would come
         close enough to take the food I set on the ground for her, although not allowing me to touch her. She had either been driven
         away or run off, and had arrived in the courtyard one evening, gaunt and cowed, when I was about nine.
      

      
      She had dug out a space under the rasoi when she was carrying her first litter of puppies at the mission, and since then had claimed the safe, hidden hollow as her
         home. But she would never drop her litter there; I don’t know where she went to have her puppies, nor what happened to them.
         She would simply disappear for two or three weeks, and then return, her dugs already withering. I could only assume the pups
         died, although once she brought one back in her mouth, keeping it under the rasoi with her. He grew into a fat little thing, friendly and confident, and I loved him. I was able to carry him around and he
         had no fear of me. But then, one night, when he was a few months old, I was awakened by the snarls and growls of jackals,
         Jassie’s panicked barking and high-pitched squealing.
      

      
      The next morning the pup was gone. Jassie’s muzzle was bitten badly, and she was missing part of an ear. She lay with her
         head on her paws for the next two days, staring into the cornfields, the torn remains of her ear festering.
      

      
      She had fought hard, and I shed tears for the puppy, and for her.

      
      I had just finished my breakfast at the rasoi when I heard a rustle. Kai was sitting outside his hut studying an unfurled paper; he was at the mission, after all. The
         unease I’d carried since yesterday disappeared at seeing him.
      

      
      Tossing Jassie the last of my roti – which she swallowed whole with two furtive gulps, her bony spine humped in her fearful haste to finish – I went to Kai,
         taking him a bowl of the spicy sookh aloo. ‘What are you doing, Kai?’ I asked, holding out the bowl and wooden spoon. He looked up as if startled, folding the paper
         he had been reading with hurried, almost furtive movements.
      

      
      ‘Nothing of interest, Pree,’ he said, offhandedly, tossing the paper into the doorway of his hut. His actions belied the studied
         indifference of his voice. He reached for the bowl. ‘Thank you,’ he said, and I saw that his fingers were stained with something
         dark – was it ink? He had a fresh cut on his cheekbone, and one eye looked slightly puffy.
      

      
      ‘I . . . I wish to thank you. For yesterday,’ I said, and he looked at my face, then my neck, and simply nodded. ‘I don’t know
         what would have happened if you hadn’t returned. Hadn’t been here.’
      

      
      He busied himself stirring the sookh aloo to cool it.
      

      
      My mother pounded out the determined melody of ‘How Sweet the Name of Jesus Sounds’ on the pianoforte in the sitting room.
         Its off-key strains filled the courtyard.
      

      
      ‘My father . . . I don’t understand what came over him,’ I said, hoping Kai would comment, but he appeared consumed with stirring his food. ‘You’ve been gone for three days,’ I went on, slightly louder, and, perhaps at my tone, he looked
         up. ‘What happened to your face?’
      

      
      He touched the newly scabbed, crooked line. ‘An accident.’

      
      ‘Kai,’ I said, ‘you never tell me anything any more.’

      
      He shook his head. ‘Because there’s no need for you to know,’ he answered, his voice suddenly hard and quick, as if I were
         an annoying child.
      

      
      But I wasn’t a child. I was fifteen, past the age most Indian girls are married, and many with more than one child.

      
      I studied his injured face, and thought of what I had witnessed, only the week before.

      
      It had been early evening, and I had gone for a walk along the road, Jassie a few paces behind me. I heard distant drumming,
         and cut across a field to the sound, thinking it might be villagers celebrating some event. As I drew nearer to the rhythmic
         sound I saw, through the sugar-cane stalks, the flames of a dancing fire, and around it moving bodies in the clearing. Men’s
         voices rumbled, too low for me to hear, and instinctively I did not wish to be seen. I crept closer but stayed low, hidden
         by the canes. And then I saw Kai. He was with three other young men. One drummed, with rapid, almost frenzied beats, and Kai
         and the other two men threw between them what I thought was the body of another man. But I quickly realised it couldn’t be
         a human, for they tossed it too easily, as if it were of little weight. Squinting, I saw straw protruding from the loosely
         wrapped cotton in the shape of a head.
      

      
      The figure was dressed in the clothing of an English soldier: the red coat, the black trousers. Kai then held the figure over
         his head with both hands. He shouted something; the noise of the flames blocked his words. He threw the form into the fire
         and rose his fist above his head, his mouth open as he continued to shout, his voice joined by the others.
      

      
      The flames danced eerily on his face, and his eyes held a look I had never seen. I turned and ran, suddenly confused, wishing
         I hadn’t witnessed the scene. Kai’s face held grim joy, yet also obviously hatred.
      

      
      I shivered now, thinking of him in that unexpectedly frightening situation. My face must have reflected the distress of that
         memory, for Kai, surely thinking I was hurt by his sharp response, immediately set down the bowl and stood, facing me. ‘I’m
         sorry, Pree,’ he said. ‘I just mean . . . it would only bore you.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think so,’ I said, and as he lifted his arm to brush his hair from his forehead, I smelled the scent of him, so familiar.

      
      ‘Your mother has come to the verandah.’ He watched over my head. ‘Shouldn’t you go to prayers?’

      
      I left without speaking further, feeling, as I always did now, that there was something unsaid, something in the air between
         us that disturbed me in a way I couldn’t name.
      

      
      It had never been this way until a year ago. Was it he who had changed, or I? Or perhaps it was both of us.

      
      Kai was Glory’s son, and six years older than I. I had been six when Gabriel was born, and I remember him clearly. So Kai
         would have known my every move: my first step, my first words. I had so many memories of him holding my hand as we walked
         together to the Grand Trunk Road, or him taking me to the Ravi in the warm weather, where he showed me how to make flat stones
         skip across the smooth surface of the water, and told me the names of the ducks that floated and bobbed on the surface. He
         said that in Lahore, love songs were sung on the banks of the Ravi, and haunting strains could be heard in its murmur. ‘Do
         you hear them, Pree?’ he would ask, and I would go to my knees, leaning towards the water, trying to hear the mysterious songs.
         Sometimes I said Yes, yes, I hear one, Kai, and he would laugh kindly, and nod at me.
      

      
      When I was a child I had tried so hard to please him, to make him proud of me. Then I thought of him as my brother; I even
         sometimes called him by the respected Hindi title: bhai – big brother. He had stepped in to protect me from the bullying of the older children who accompanied a parent to the infirmary,
         and he sometimes hid me from my mother when she looked for me, wanting to punish me for one of my many childish misbehaviours.
         During the monsoons, the courtyard’s hard, baked earth that cracked and fissured during the blazing heat of summer turned
         to sour-smelling, churned mud. Some years it was so deep that when I was small, Kai occasionally had to pull me free from
         the sucking grasp that swallowed my boots to the ankle. I so loved the feel of his arms around me as he struggled to release
         me that occasionally I purposely waded into the thick ooze so that I could call to him, wanting to have him appear with a
         concerned look on his face as he came to my rescue.
      

      
      And while my mother had taught me to read and parse and scribe and do sums, it was from Kai that I learned so much about the
         world around me: about the people we lived amongst, the creatures of the earth and the air and the water, the rhythms of the
         seasons, the constellations in the night sky and the wonders of strange, foreign lands. Over the years Kai had also taught
         me to read and write Hindi and Urdu, as well as speak a good deal of Persian, simply because I begged, when I saw him under
         the peepul tree with his pen and paper and books. I thought, often, of all the times I had sat beside him, sometimes leaning
         my head against his arm, as he taught me.
      

      
      In fact, my mother had also taught Kai to read English when he was a child, but she said that by the time he was ten years
         old she could no longer teach him anything. He had always spent a great deal of time on his own, away from the mission, and none of us knew where he went or with whom he might
         associate. Glory paid little attention to her son.
      

      
      As I grew older I was aware of the confusing aura of servant and family around Kai. Because Glory had been my mother’s ayah
         since she arrived in India, Kai had lived at the mission since he was little more than a baby, and my parents knew him almost
         as well as they knew me. And I sensed that this is what made not only my mother, but more especially my father, treat Kai
         with a strange mixture of pride and sympathy, as if they, too, couldn’t draw the line at thinking of him as simply an Indian
         servant.
      

      
      While Glory and I did the laundry, carrying our clothing and bedding to the Ravi and beating it on flat rocks with stout sticks,
         then wringing it and carrying it back to the courtyard where we strung it on bushes, and my mother and I did what was necessary
         in the house and infirmary to keep things as tidy and clean as possible, Kai did all the hard physical work at the mission.
         My father, feeble due to his unreliable heart, was unable to lift and carry, to climb on to the thatched roofs to repair them,
         to spend all day in the sun, whitewashing the buildings. He couldn’t tug Marta by the rope around her neck over to the ox-cart
         and get her in the traces and then attach her lead, or dig out the root vegetables from the garden, or replant and weed and
         carry water, bucket after bucket, to keep the vegetables we relied on from drying in the baking summer heat. Holding a hoe
         for ten minutes and slowly pulling it through the clumped earth immediately caused raised, raw blisters on the smooth palms
         of his hands. Carrying a single bucket of water made beads of sweat stand on his high, reddened forehead. Even the simple
         act of reaching up to fix a dangling shutter on to its hook forced him to sit in the shade of the deep verandah, mopping his
         streaming face and taking quick shallow breaths, while I brought him a glass of water and sometimes fanned him with a tied cluster of guinea fowl feathers.
      

      
      My father looked at Kai with a trace of sadness, I realised, watching his eyes follow Kai. Shirtless in the heat, the muscles
         in Kai’s bare back rippled smoothly as he bent over the furrows, throwing huge clods of dry earth behind him as though tossing
         pebbles. He clambered on to the thatched roofs with a quick nimbleness, gripping with his bare toes; the muscles of his calves,
         visible below his white dhoti or panjammahs, standing out in relief. I thought that the expression I saw on my father’s face was due to his own sense of failure over
         his physical inabilities.
      

      
      But there was also admiration in my father’s expression. Sometimes he shook his head, slightly, as Kai effortlessly picked
         up yet another forkful of dried straw to throw to Marta, or whitewash a wall with tireless speed, as if he – my father – couldn’t
         believe Kai’s strength. And yet I also knew that Kai was not simply a strong back and pair of arms; because of Kai’s quick
         and powerful mind, I could sense my father wished to speak to him of more absorbing issues than menial chores. Sometimes –
         in the same manner as he spoke to me – he asked Kai’s opinion on the increasing postal rate, or the linking of the electric
         telegraph lines to more isolated areas, or tried to engage him in a conversation about the state of the railroads.
      

      
      But it was Kai who held back, who, when my father called out some question, would answer with a monosyllable, his head turned
         away slightly, making it clear he didn’t wish to have a discussion, or even meet my father’s eyes.
      

      
      Until I understood, I thought it was respect of servant for master, or simply the respect of a younger man for his senior.
         But recognition came later, after many things were revealed.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      AS KAI HAD TOLD me, my mother was waiting on the verandah. I crossed the courtyard to the ringing of the little bell that summoned the others.
         By the time I climbed the steps and took my place between my mother and father, Pavit and Glory were already kneeling on the
         wet ground.
      

      
      Sanosh was a staunch Hindu and did not join them. And Kai . . . he did not attend the prayers either; he had long ago defied
         my father by refusing to attend. Did he carry religion within his heart? Sometimes I wondered if he could truly be godless.
      

      
      As I knelt in position between my father and mother I noticed a battered wooden crate on one side of the verandah: another
         charity box. It must have come yesterday when we were at the river, or as I lay on my bed in exhaustion. I hoped it would
         have a few books; the last box had been disappointing.
      

      
      Some of what I knew of the English world I learned from my parents’ infrequent stories, and from the former visits in the
         English cantonment in Lahore, but my knowledge came mainly from the discarded books that came in the charity boxes. Because
         of the absence of older English children in India, the books I pulled out were never children’s stories, apart from those
         moral tales for the very young, which held no interest for me. What I found were the books read by the English women and men
         of the upper classes living in India. And so from the time I could understand the adult tales, I discovered the elegant drawing rooms of the wealthy, and the sordid
         hovels and cruel factories of the working poor; country lanes and wild moors; tales of orphaned children who were eventually
         taken in by a wealthy benefactor, adventures of men who could be nothing but heroes, and all the unexpected twists that finding
         true love could take. I read lurid penny novels of cheap paper from the works of the Brontë sisters to W. M. Thackeray, from
         George Eliot to Anthony Trollope to Wilkie Collins. I read Elizabeth Gaskell and Mrs Henry Wood. I read tales of Gothic Horror
         and the works of the Graveyard Poets.
      

      
      And I also read books that were not prose or poetry, but fact, dealing with the world. There were always fewer of these than
         the novels; I ignored the more tedious ones on tiresome subjects, but did find it interesting to read history and astronomy
         and those on anthropological and geographical topics, as well as discourse on popular themes.
      

      
      From these latter books I discovered the first arrival of the British in India, and their slow but steady rise to rule in
         much of the country. I always offered the books to Kai when I’d read them; he wasn’t interested in literature, but he eagerly
         accepted the volumes on political theories and figures of power, as well as those on historic battles, adding them to his
         own that he bought, second-hand, in Lahore.
      

      
      My father’s only reading matter was his Bible, and my mother was too weary of an evening to read. She often just sat on the
         verandah in the dusk, rocking in the broken cane chair, or, in inclement weather, in the chintz chair in the sitting room.
      

      
      The money paid to my father by the Church of England Ministry in Lahore was only enough to purchase the barest necessities
         of foodstuffs which we couldn’t supply for ourselves through our garden, our chickens, and Marta’s milk: tea, sugar, flour, a bit of goat or mutton. But like all missions, the rest of our needs – our clothing and household items
         – were supplied by the wealthy English families in India. The charity boxes were delivered to our verandah three or four times
         yearly. The worthwhile boxes, in my opinion, contained a good selection of books and perhaps some other treasures – a small
         mirror, a working fan of Chinese silk, a tiny enamalled box – but, unfortunately, mainly consisted of cast-off clothing. There
         were well-worn frocks, discoloured petticoats and darned stockings, scuffed boots and limp bonnets, all ill fitting, which
         constituted a wardrobe for my mother and me. It didn’t matter to me what I wore, as long as it was comfortable, and for much
         of my younger life I had barely glanced into the spotted and cracked mirror that hung over the wash basin on the side verandah.
      

      
      The Ministry provided the medical supplies my father listed; they were delivered four times a year. The rupees paid to him
         every six months also allowed for a few servants; these, as well, determined by the Ministry. They calculated that every mission
         be allowed a cook, an ayah, and one general servant to carry out the physical labour. And so we had Sanosh, Glory and Kai.
      

      
      Sudras, the untouchables who came to dispose of the contents of the noisome, buzzing enclosure behind the house, referred to as
         the convenience – where I daily dumped the china chamber pots from our bedrooms, as well as the soiled bandages from the infirmary
         – were paid in food for carrying away our refuse. Sanosh wrapped leftover rotis and lentil curries in broad leaves and left them on a high post near the front gate for the two bone-thin, ragged men who
         came weekly.
      

      
      I had always known that missionaries lived on the charity of others; my mother hadn’t ever attempted to hide the fact that
         it was saved souls we worked for and prized, not shining coins or material possessions. And yet I was sometimes bitter that life at the medical mission was one of endless work and,
         to a certain degree, isolation and penury.
      

      
      I had recognised this early on.

      
      I had just turned eight, and accompanied my mother to the opulent home of the Wyndhams in Lahore. Their daughter Eleanor was
         a year younger than I; I suppose I was taken along because of her.
      

      
      I had often visited Lahore before that. It was my father who particularly loved the city, and I had a number of memories of
         trips to Lahore with him. He would hold my hand as we explored the ancient city. I admired the three gilded domes of the Sunehri
         Masjid, and I often begged my father to tell me the story of Mir Mannu, who was supposedly beaten to death with slippers by
         the women attendants of a lady he had insulted within the golden mosque. I always laughed; surely soft slippers could not
         kill a man.
      

      
      I loved the Palace of Mirrors, with its inlaid floral patterns in semi-precious stones set in marble, and Wazir Khan’s Mosque,
         with its huge courtyard always alive with fluttering pigeons, and the Badshahi Mosque, one of the splendours, my father said,
         of Moghul architecture.
      

      
      My father also explained to me that in every Indian city of a certain size the English built a special enclave for themselves,
         and called it a cantonment. It contained barracks, bungalows, churches, clubs and cemeteries, and the architecture of the
         cantonment was European, with little or no attention to native traditions. And it was on this first trip to visit the Wyndhams
         with my mother that I observed what he described: this newer part of the city was nothing like the narrow labyrinths of lanes
         and alleys and bazaars of old Lahore. The streets were wide and shaded with tall trees. There was a huge green space in the centre, known as the maidan. And there were no natives walking about, apart from ayahs
         pushing their small charges in English prams. Natives were not allowed to have their own homes within the boundaries of the
         cantonment. The domestics working in the houses of the English may have stayed in huts in the back gardens, or returned to
         their own homes in the old city or even nearby villages.
      

      
      I had known little beyond the cloistered life at the mission, and the bustling excitement of the streets of the old city of
         Lahore. The only buildings I had been inside of – apart from the glories of Lahore which my father had introduced me to –
         were our mission home and infirmary.
      

      
      Both were bungalows of stone and wattle, whitewashed inside and out annually. They had thatched roofs with green weedy growth
         sprouting from them, and small creatures – mice and lizards and the tiny copper-headed house sparrows – lived in its thick,
         roughly woven matting, and occasionally unknowingly burrowed right through the ceiling. They would fall to a floor or table
         or bed, then scurry or flap about in panicked circles. While my mother seemed to find grim pleasure in whacking the offending
         creature to death with a twig broom, my father, using the furled black umbrella that stood in a tall brass cylinder by the
         front door, would try to shoo the unlucky little being, unharmed, outside to the verandah through the open door or one of
         the windows.
      

      
      But the home of the Wyndhams! While my mother visited with the other ladies, I ran with Eleanor through the house and into
         the garden with its wide green lawn and carefully appointed flower gardens, speechless and stumbling with excitement and awe.
         At one point, in the house, I looked over my shoulder, and saw Eleanor’s ayah panting after us, her lined, kindly face shining
         with perspiration, her bare flat feet slapping on the stone floors. She held up the bottom of her sari in an attempt to run, her wide body swaying heavily from side to side.
      

      
      Afraid of being scolded, cautious of my mother’s stern demands that I behave properly at all times, I stopped, saying, in
         Hindi, ‘I’m sorry, Auntie. Do you wish to play with us?’ and she looked at me oddly. Eleanor called to me, impatient, and
         I expected the ayah to tell Eleanor to slow down or stay in one place, but she said nothing, wheezing heavily, except to make
         a shooing motion with her hand to me. I turned and again followed Eleanor, with the silent ayah ever present behind us.
      

      
      Seeing the plethora of servants, all busy at their assigned tasks, in the house and on the back verandah and in the cooking
         house and garden, I thought about Sanosh and Glory and Kai at home. I knew that Glory would be taking advantage of my mother
         being away, and was probably sitting in the sun outside her hut. Kai might be wandering in the garden, hacking at a few weeds,
         or perhaps sitting on the fence that ran along the front of the mission, reading. Sanosh would, at this time of day, be taking
         a nap on the mat in the rasoi.
      

      
      But here, in the Wyndhams’ manor, it was a humming hive of activity.

      
      I saw the chuprassi in his white panjammahs and kurta and red sash, standing at the front door to admit any callers. Even at my young age I knew this would have been wasteful
         for us, for rarely did anyone come to call at the mission except the travelling box-wallahs, who brought their tin boxes of
         wares to the side door. We had no dhobi to wash the clothes or durzi to mend them or make new frocks. We had no mali to cut the grass – well, we had no grass, just the mud courtyard – or to brush the paths with a twig broom, to pick up leaves
         fallen from trees or trim the hedges. We had no bheesti to haul water. We had no chowkidar to keep watch outside the house, and no punkah wallah to pull the fan over the dining table in the hottest of weather. No fly-whisk child to stand behind each chair and assure
         no insects landed on the person seated there.
      

      
      And we had no khitmutgar to wait table, giving seemingly silent orders to a fluttering group of boys to clear away each used dish and return it to
         the outside kitchen of the biwarchi, the cook, with his many boys to help. And it was clear to me we had no need of a khansana, a head bearer, to watch over all the others and make sure they carried out their jobs in the manner expected of them.
      

      
      On that first, long-ago visit, Eleanor and I had eventually been gently guided by her ayah to the nursery. I watched and listened,
         my mouth open, while Eleanor spoke to her. ‘Bring us our tea here, Kasi, and we’d like extra biscuits. Wouldn’t we, Pree?’
         she’d said, looking at me, and I could only stare from her to Kasi. She continued on in this grown-up voice and manner, while
         the ayah bowed her head and nodded at everything Eleanor said.
      

      
      Under Kasi’s watchful eye, we ate our meal and drew pictures on Eleanor’s slate board with chalk and then played at mothering
         Eleanor’s porcelain dolls. We drank pretend tea from miniature painted china teacups. Eleanor bossed me about and once slapped
         my hand when I reached for the teapot without asking her permission. I realised she spoke to me in the same manner as she
         did to the ayah, lifting her chin just the slightest as she told me what I must do and when to do it. She had red-gold hair
         that, although tied in green dark satin ribbons, sprung loose in wild curls, and her pale green lawn frock was smocked with
         tiny yellow stitches. It’s strange how one remembers such details.
      

      
      I don’t know if I was filled with admiration or frightened of Eleanor; I only know that I couldn’t wait to return to the house
         on the broad, clean street. I wanted again to play with the beautiful dolls whose clothing was far finer than mine, and eat the light, sweet jam-filled biscuits.
      

      
      But shortly after that Eleanor had been sent back to England for her schooling, as were all the English children once they
         reached six or seven. I had never seen her again, although we had, a few times, returned to the Wyndhams, and had also been
         guests of other families in the English cantonment. Although I was sent to play with the younger children – those under seven
         – I quickly grew weary of what I saw as their baby games, and chose instead to sit beside my mother in the finely appointed
         sitting rooms. I listened intently to the conversations. I learned the name of the latest royal child born to our Queen, imagined
         walking through the grand iron and glass Crystal Palace with all its marvels, and saw myself standing on the banks of the
         Thames gazing at the wondrous bridge spanning the city, or watching the tall sailing ships which came up the channel to dock
         at the London Port.
      

      
      At those times I longed to be part of that world – the English world that was, through my parents, my own.

      
      It became perfectly clear to me that these families, living in the grand homes built in English fashion, were not in India
         because they had heard the call of the Lord, like my parents, but had chosen to live in India because of the political and
         business opportunities the country provided. They had arrived in this country already prosperous, and grew ever more so; India
         provided a lifestyle of luxury for them which would have been unattainable in England.
      

      
      I don’t recall when our visits grew less frequent. But I do remember meeting these same families at the English bazaar in
         Lahore – the ones whose homes we had once been invited to. They nodded and smiled at my father and mother in a polite and
         formal way, but didn’t stop to chat or invite us to join them at their tables as they sat in the open windows of Willis’ Fine
         Tea Room.
      

      
      Perhaps my parents’ presence stifled them, and they were forced to think upon their language and comments more carefully.
         Or perhaps it was my mother’s growing oddness, which I had noticed disturbed the ladies. But by the time I was ten, there
         were no further invitations issued, and never did anyone ride to the mission for a social visit.
      

      
      By that time I came to understand the hierarchy of the British class, and our place – or perhaps our absence of place – as
         missionaries. We were English, and yet carried none of the weight of the Wyndhams or Rollings-Smythes or McCallisters. And
         as I grew older still I experienced combined humiliation and anger over the obvious lack of respect for my parents – especially
         by the ladies towards my mother, although she never spoke of these social slights. Every time we met any of the English on
         the streets of Lahore I smiled my prettiest and put on my best manners, curtseying and keeping my voice pleasant and modest.
         Naïvely, I realise now, I hoped that I could somehow convince those stylish and sweet-smelling ladies that my mother, in spite
         of her wet mouth and dusty clothing and occasional inappropriate comments, was, like them, a lady from England, and I was
         a girl like their own daughters who no longer lived with them.
      

      
      But they paid me little heed, seeming impatient to go about their business, and each rebuff added another layer to my sense
         of confusion over where I belonged.
      

      
      The uncertainty was also present at the mission. Although the natives willingly came to us for medical attention, we were
         always seen as foreigners, and treated as such, in, again, a polite and yet distant manner. And while playing with the Indian
         children who accompanied their parents to the infirmary, or while wandering into the nearby villages, I so often wished to
         share a kinship with the people. I wanted to identify with their beautiful and at times indecipherable religions and beliefs, and be joined to the long, ancient roots of India, so firmly anchored into the solid earth of the great subcontinent.
      

      
      I felt the push and pull of both worlds. And the older I grew the more deeply I felt the overwhelming need to fit, to be part
         of a greater picture, but to whom and where I couldn’t quite name.
      

      
      Now, on my knees and pretending to pay strict attention to the morning sermon, I stole glances at the latest charity box.
         My father droned on: the familiar frustration over his lack of converts.
      

      
      ‘ “They shall go forth,” ’ he stated – Isaiah 66: verse 24 – with utmost conviction, staring into the sky, ‘ “and look upon
         the carcasses of the men that have transgressed against me: for their worm shall not die, neither shall their fire be quenched:
         and they shall be an abhorring unto all flesh.” ’ One fist was clenched against his waistcoat as if the prayer came from his
         disappointed belly.
      

      
      It was such a familiar sermon; I knew what he would say by heart. At least it was one of his livelier presentations, peppered
         with frightening images.
      

      
      Even as a very small child I was fascinated by the more gruesome of my father’s scriptures. Anything to do with kindness and
         love, those scriptures talking of the Lamb of God, of little children and forgiveness, flew from my head. But the ones that
         conjured unpleasant images, oh, those stayed. And they were encouraged by my mother.
      

      
      Although my father had given up all earthly pleasure for the gentle Jesus, my mother did not share his thoughts in this matter.

      
      I’m not certain why she filled my head with violent details. When I was a small child the stories she chose to tell me – biblical
         and those based on her own knowledge of life both in East London and in India – gave me nightmares, and I would often run into my parents’ bedroom crying in the night. And yet it was not my mother who comforted me at these times
         – she, who created my wretched dreams – but my father, who took my hand and led me back to my bed, sitting on the edge of
         the narrow cot patiently, until next I opened my eyes to daylight, again alone in my tiny room beside my parents’.
      

      
      The story that haunted me the most deeply, causing the most nightmares, was that of the Bibighar – the Women’s House – at Cawnpore. It was one of the tales of the atrocities committed against the Europeans by the native
         soldiers during the Sepoy Rebellion, which had begun a year after my birth.
      

      
      I was eight years old when my mother told me this sad tale, and the images it created remained with me always.

      
      ‘It was the same month as now – July. Cawnpore is hundreds of miles south of Lahore, and that far-south summer is so much
         hotter than here, Pree,’ my mother had said, staring at me. ‘Cawnpore was an important garrison built by the British on the
         banks of the Ganges.’ We were sitting on the verandah of the house; it was late afternoon, and too hot for any patients to
         come to the infirmary. Pots of drying, scraggly plants, spinning in an occasional breath of stifling breeze, were suspended
         by thick twine from the roof beams. There was the rush rocking chair with its broken arm and three woven chairs and a few
         low tables.
      

      
      As she spoke, my mother handed me a copper bowl of long yellow beans; I put it in my lap and snapped each bean into three
         sections, dropping them back into the bowl. Mother fanned herself with a small whisk of donkey tail as she moved back and
         forth in the rush rocker, which creaked on the splintered floor of the verandah.
      

      
      She shifted, trying to find a comfortable spot in the sagging woven seat; her joints caused her great torture.

      
      She began to tell me the story, and as she did so, my brain brightened, in the way of a flame fed by air, and I saw it, saw
         the wavering, dancing shapes in the front of my mind.
      

      
      ‘The women and children had been held captive by the sepoys, crammed into the Bibighar, the walled dwelling,’ my mother said now, her eyes holding mine. My fingers worked of their own accord, snapping the beans
         rhythmically as I watched my mother’s face. ‘Most of the husbands had already been shot with the Ensign Rifles distributed
         to the British army, murdered by the very cartridges which are said to have been the final straw in the uprising. Wrapped
         in paper lubricated by grease derived from both cow and pig, the sepoys were forced to use their teeth to tear open the cartridge
         before inserting it into the long muzzles of the muskets. This was an affront to both Hindu and Muslim: an obvious attempt
         by the English to further denigrate their religious beliefs.’
      

      
      A particularly ripe bean gave a loud, popping snap, and I jumped, but my mother didn’t stop.

      
      ‘Surely those women and children suffered terribly in the unforgiving humidity. There would be no sanitation, and they would
         be tormented by flies. It’s said they existed on mouthfuls of putrid water and thin lentil soup for three weeks. Many had
         already died of dysentery and cholera; many more were desperately ill. There’s nobody more qualified than I to describe how
         terrible it is to be ill in this country,’ my mother said, her fan slowing as the rocking chair also stilled. ‘What with all
         my ailments. Do you suppose the women’s deliriums took them home, back to the cool safety of England, Pree?’ She leaned forward,
         and I leaned back just the slightest, unnerved and yet mesmerised by the odd look on her face. ‘Did they look down upon their
         wasted, silent children, praying for their salvation, or for their own forgiveness, for bringing children to life in this land that would now attempt to kill them in the cruellest way?’
      

      
      I knew my mother thought of her own dead children. And I knew she didn’t wish me to speak, even though she questioned me.
         Suddenly she rocked again, and waved the fan before her face.
      

      
      ‘The house must have been filled with the stench of despair. The small group of rebel sepoys now remaining at Cawnpore had
         received word of the approaching army, and agreed they must kill all survivors so that no one remained to tell the tale. When
         the sun had fully risen to its high, white height, burning up all the blue and creating dreamy, shimmering images in its glare,
         the last three British men were dragged from their captivity and shot in front of a silent crowd of Indians and Eurasians
         gathered on the walls surrounding the courtyard of the Bibighar. The English women heard the gunshots.’
      

      
      A camel pulling a cart loaded with corn stalks rumbled by on the road, and the rhythmic chirping of the cicadas filled the
         air. I could imagine this same sound in the courtyard in Cawnpore.
      

      
      ‘The women rushed to the verandah. Immediately the sepoys tried to drag them to the courtyard to execute them, as well. But
         the women clung together, their arms wrapped around the verandah pillars or each other’s waists, their wailing children clustered
         for safety between their skirts. Those brave women sang hymns for courage.’
      

      
      Here my mother stopped again, staring into the courtyard and the road beyond. Sweat ran down her temple. She mopped at her
         wet lips with her handkerchief, and then sang, in a quavering voice, ‘Praise, my soul, the King of Heaven; to His feet thy tribute bring. Ransomed, healed, restored, forgiven, Evermore His praises
            sing.’ Her mouth closed. I had dug my hands into the bowl of beans, feeling their soft, waxy surface.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ she said.
      

      
      I opened my lips. ‘Alleluia, alleluuu-lia,’ I sang, obeying her unspoken demand, but it came out a croak. ‘Praise the everlasting King.’
      

      
      She nodded, one curt, reflexive dip of her head. ‘And then the women ran inside, locking the doors. But the natives who had,
         until only months earlier, worn the scarlet jackets of the British army, would not be stopped. Unable to break down the heavy
         doors, they smashed through the window shutters with the barrels of their muskets. The women and children crouched helplessly
         on the floor or crawled behind furniture and pillars when the sepoys opened fire on them.’
      

      
      My mother’s eyes glowed. ‘And then they began to work with their scimitars. They swung their heavy curved sabres again and
         again, slashing and mutilating.’ She quickly, jerkily mopped her lips again. ‘Finally, as darkness fell, it appeared that
         every movement, every voice, was stilled, and the butchers left the scene of mass murder.’
      

      
      My mother was still staring at me, her head cocked to one side. I realised my right hand held a bean, wet and crushed in my
         fist. My left hand was over my mouth. What did she want now? Was I to sing again?
      

      
      ‘They were all dead?’ I whispered into my fingers. They smelled of the beans. ‘Even the children?’

      
      A small, strange smile came to my mother’s mouth, and she leaned back. ‘Early the next morning the burial scavengers moved
         in, and made the decision to dump the dead down an empty irrigation well in the courtyard. The well was huge, nine feet wide
         and fifty feet deep, with steps leading to its rim. These men hauled body after body – it’s said that they dragged the dead
         women by their hair – from the house and courtyard. They left a bloody trail through the long grass, dry and yellowed from
         the heat, leading to the well. Before dumping the corpses over the lip of the well, they stripped them of any clothing and jewellery they considered worthwhile.’
      

      
      I moved my hand from my mouth to cover my eyes, although of course the images were inside my head, and would not be stopped.

      
      ‘Pree,’ my mother said, ‘you asked about the children. Look at me.’

      
      I took away my hand. It seemed I could feel the heat from my mother’s eyes, so intent was her stare.

      
      ‘They discovered a cluster of children, from infant to those five or six years old, hiding in the deepest shadowed corners
         of the house. Imagine how weakened they would have been by their weeks of captivity. They would have spent the night alone
         surrounded by the bodies of their dead mothers.’
      

      
      I tried to swallow, but, unlike my mother, I had no saliva.

      
      ‘But the will to live is strong, Pree. It is very strong. You know that, don’t you?’ she asked, and I nodded.

      
      ‘And so they ran. Those children ran. There were reports of a little girl carrying a baby who was already dead. A toddler
         had its arms and legs around the neck and waist of the oldest boy; he couldn’t have been past seven, or he would be safe,
         at home in England,’ she said.
      

      
      I was barely older than the children my mother spoke of. My dry throat constricted at the pictures I made: the girl with the
         lifeless infant, the brave boy, leader of the tiny group, running in a lop-sided gallop with the small charge on his back.
         I envisioned Kai as that boy, me the girl with the dead baby. I knew the panic and horror on their white, pinched faces as
         they tried to escape. I was panting now, as if I, also, ran in the breathless heat.
      

      
      ‘But there was nowhere to run,’ my mother went on. ‘They were caught as easily as kittens in a knitting basket, and then flung,
         alive, down into that black, hellish hole. They were left to perish on the lifeless bodies of their mothers.
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