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            Chapter 1

          

          Caroline. Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1970

        

      

    

    
      Caroline snuggled deeper into Meenakshi’s lap, her favourite place in all the world. Meena’s whole body was a cushion, soft and yielding, and when you cuddled into her it moulded around you and held you safe. It was the best place for a five-year-old to spend a summer evening, swaying gently in the rocking chair on the back porch, Meena’s arms around her as she held the book.

      The backyard smelt of summer: of sun and moist earth from the water sprinkler gently waving to and fro. The sounds were of summer too. Birds twittered in the chestnut tree in the centre of the backyard, squirrels scampered across the branches, chattering among themselves. The sights and sounds and fragrances of a leafy neighbourhood in Massachusetts, America surrounded them. Meena didn’t smell of America. Meena had her own distinctive smell, and Caroline breathed her in. She smelt of India, sweet and spicy all at once, a thousand secret aromas all mingled together. It was in the fabric of her saris, in her hair, in her very skin, dark as a hazelnut and shiny as silk. It wafted, too from the pages of that book, which Meena had brought with her from India when she was a little girl, the same age as Caroline was now.

      It was a big book, the biggest book on Caroline’s shelf, with over a thousand pages. They had been reading it for months now, every day a chapter, and it might be a year before it was finished, and that was fine with Caroline. She hoped it would last for ever. It was that sort of a book, the kind that took you off on journeys with different characters to different places but sooner or later brought you back to the main story; and you would understand the main story a little bit better because of that little excursion. It was the sort of book that took you on a voyage far, far away and made you live in another place and another time and become another person while you were away. It was the sort of book that created vivid pictures in your mind so that you were actually there and then and among those people and even turned you into those people so that they weren’t foreign any more because you became them.

      Meena’s voice was perfect for the story. It was languid but strong; Meena was never in a hurry to get to the end of a story and close the book. She read as if she had all the time in the world, and probably she did; and she could put on a man’s voice or a girl’s voice or a demon’s voice or the voice of a god and make you believe that very person was speaking. She could give you goosebumps, and make you quake in fear. She could transport you into that person’s soul.

      Right now, Caroline was in India, a young prince disguised as a simple priest, and he was about to win the hand of the most beautiful princess in the world, Draupadi.

      ‘“Arjuna strode over to the bow, head held high,”’ Meena read, in her strongest book-voice – her royal voice, Caroline called it. ‘“As effortlessly as Karna had done before him, he raised it; the kings gasped. He picked up one of the glittering arrows, took aim at the fish spinning high above, released the arrow. With a silver streak almost invisible to the eye it pierced the eye of the fish, which tumbled to the ground. A roar as thunder filled the arena; furious, fuming, the assembled kings waved their fists and screamed insults into the arena; but Arjuna was unmoved.

      “With three wide springs he leapt onto the royal dais and stood before Draupadi, holding out his hand. Dhrishtadyumna helped his sister to her feet and placed her hand in Arjuna’s. Conch moaned and trumpet blared as Arjuna led his bride away: like a young celestial with a heavenly apsara…”’ (‘What’s an apsara?’ asked Caroline, and Meena replied in her normal Meena voice: ‘a heavenly dancing maiden.’) ‘“…like god Vishnu with his consort, the goddess Lakshmi, like the sun with the moon by his side, the two left the arena, flowers raining down on them from heaven. Brahmins cheered, kings raged. Karna fell to the ground. The four remaining Pandavas looked at each other and they, too, left.”’

      Meena closed the book. ‘And that, my sweet, is enough for today.’

      ‘No!’ cried Caroline. ‘I want to know what happened next! Do the Pandavas get their kingdom back? Do they come out of hiding? Does Draupadi have to go and live with them in the forest? What happens, Meena?’

      ‘Well, you will just have to be a bit more patient, because tomorrow I will read to you some more. Your mommy and daddy will be home from work any time now and they will want to see you and hear what you have been doing all day.’

      Caroline pouted. ‘I want you to read some more! I want—’

      ‘What! What are you telling me! What happens to little children who say I want all the time?’

      ‘“I want never gets,”’ replied Caroline, her bottom lip stuck out. ‘I know. But still. It’s not fair.’

      ‘Life isn’t fair,’ Meena said as she lifted her up and placed her on the ground. Laying the book on the porch table, she tilted the chair forward and slowly, with much effort, pushed her cushiony body to her feet, grasped Caroline’s hand and led her indoors, through the kitchen where Lucia was cooking the evening meal, into the hall and up the stairs to Caroline’s bedroom to get her ready for her parents’ homecoming. Her three older brothers were still outside, at friends’ homes, playing baseball on the street, climbing trees; the things boys do after school. They’d be in soon, too.

      Caroline’s father was a lawyer; he worked very hard and sometimes he didn’t make it home for dinner. But her mother, a doctor, always did; and it was her mother who, after dinner, would give her her bath and put her to bed and read her a story. But those stories were never as real as the ones Meenakshi told from memory, or read from books: stories of Indian kings and queens, heroes and villains and gods disguised as animals or beggars; cows who could fulfil desires and deer who could speak and monsters who could change shape at will.

      If you asked Caroline what she wanted to be when she grew up, she’d say, like many an American little girl, a princess. But Caroline would be no Disney princess. She’d marry a prince like Arjuna, and ride to her wedding in a howdah on an elephant’s back wearing a fabulous sari adorned with real jewels; and her palace would be in India.

      Caroline was in love with India before she could even write the word. She could point to it on the globe, and she’d tell anyone who asked that that was where she’d live when she grew up. Adults would laugh indulgently, and pat her on the head, and tell her she was dreaming; but Caroline knew it was destiny. She would grow up to marry an Indian prince.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Asha. Mumbai, 2000

        

      

    

    
      I am forever lost. No one can save me. Not one of my three mothers is here to rescue me from this hell. Not one of my two fathers.

      The mother who gave birth to me? I have no memory of her. I know her only through the letters she wrote to me over the years, the photographs of herself; she has yellow hair and pale skin, because she is a foreigner. She signs her letters Mom. She is so far away in a country called America, and does not even care. She can never save me.

      Amma is my other mother, the one who raised me. Mom gave me to her because she had no milk. She is the one who nourished me at her breast, the one I love. But she is dead.

      Janiki is my third mother, my chinna-amma, my little mother. She isn’t really my mother. She isn’t even really my sister. Janiki was thirteen when I was born and she has told me the story over and over again. How Amma placed me in her arms after the one called Mom left, and said to her, ‘Janiki, I have been given this little waif to look after but my hands are full with Kanaan and the next one to come. I give her to you; you care for her. She is yours. I will feed her, but everything else, you must do. You must be her chinna-amma.’

      And so, though I shared Amma’s milk with Kanaan, and later with Ramesh, Janiki became my little mother. But she too is far away now, in another country, another world, and she will never find me in this hell.

      Three mothers, and two fathers. The man I called Appa, Father, was Amma’s husband. He is also dead. Appa was headmaster of the English Medium School and so he was highly respected, and so were his children. He wore large thick glasses and he would peer at you over the top of them and smile. He was kind but distant, and could also be strict. As a headmaster you have to be very strict. Sometimes he even flogged some of the naughtiest children, but only the boys, never the girls. But then girls are never naughty. Why then is it always the girls who get the worst punishments? I would rather have been flogged a million times than endure the punishments I had to take later, because of being a girl.

      A father should find his lost daughter. But Appa is not my real father.

      There is only Him. The man I am supposed to call Daddy, but I cannot. Daddy is too ordinary. He is not ordinary.

      I’ve always known about Him. Always, as far back as I can remember, there he was, the man who was supposed to be my real father, but who for me was more like a god, up in the heavens somewhere along with Indra and all the other celestial beings, occasionally deigning to descend to us and bless me with his presence. He came seldom; the last time I was only about eight, and I never forgot that last visit.

      By then, Amma had told me he is really a prince. And that makes me a princess. Amma used to call me Little Princess. But I am not a princess. A princess does not live in such wretchedness.

      Whenever he came I was truly tongue-tied – I could hardly speak a word to him, and answered his questions with a yes or a no or even just a shrug of my shoulders, turning my face away so as not to meet his eyes, for I could not bear the way they seemed to see all the way through me, right down to the bottom of my being, and I would tingle with happiness. And when he left again the tingling would stay with me for a long time so I hardly felt like a human child until normal life seeped through me once again and called me back to earth. What I am saying is I really worshipped that man, and I didn’t think of him as a father but as my saviour, even as a small child. Yes, I worshipped him. But he never came again, and so I know he has forgotten me. Amma told me he lives far away, in another country, a country that is all desert. So he, too, cannot save me.

      I want to go home!

      I used to live in a big house in Gingee, with Amma and Appa and Janiki and our five brothers. At least, for me it was a big house, though I have since seen really grand homes and ours was a hovel in comparison. But compared to other Gingee homes it was certainly large. I had seen the homes of other children in my school class and ours seemed so much grander – though now I can only laugh at such innocence. I mean, I would laugh if I could, had I not forgotten how to laugh.

      Our home, in fact, was just a gathering of rooms, and mats laid out where we slept – inside in winter, outside in summer – and some shelves where we kept our clothes and utensils. That’s all, though we did have electric lights and a radio that blared filmi music all day long; Amma liked this music, and she sang along with the radio.

      So we had comforts, and our home in Gingee was no hovel either – for now I live in a real hovel. The very worst kind of place, a hole in hell. The only escape is in sleep. I sleep as much as I can. But when I open my eyes again and remember where I am my heart beats faster and I feel the panic rising in me like vomit, panic that is trapped inside me and can never leave the body, like vomit that lurches up but falls back down again. I would give anything to be able to vomit but I cannot. It is trapped in me for ever and when I pray it is for healing from that sickness in me.

      Looking back, I think of my Gingee home as paradise. And I would exchange all the palaces in the world and all of paradise to go back there – or better yet, never to have left. But my destiny said otherwise.

      We were all so happy, but didn’t know it. We lived in a quiet part of Gingee. When we finished our schoolwork and our household chores we children could play in the street outside our door as much as we wanted, because there was not much traffic, not like in the busier areas of town where the whole street would be filled with all kinds of vehicles with stinking exhaust fumes, as well as rickshaws that would appear out of nowhere and pounce on you if you tried to cross the street. I used to be terrified of streets like that and always grabbed Janiki’s hand when we went anywhere in the town. Janiki was always there for me.

      But of course now I know that that those terrifying Gingee streets were really nothing more than quiet lanes; because now I have seen the world and I know the terrors the world holds are worse than any terror on the main streets of Gingee.

      I have read about hell, and the demons that live there, but I can assure you, this hell I am in now is a million times worse. That is the truth. And because I was happy with Amma and Appa and Janiki and my brothers I can compare, and so I can say my childhood was pure heaven. That is how it seems to me now.

      Looking back, I cannot see much of the details. I see our home, a house with a large veranda at the front, where Amma used to sit cleaning rice or stringing beans and things like that, because she liked to see who was passing by and sometimes have a little chat with the other ladies who lived on that street.

      I cannot believe I was fortunate enough to have parents like them, even though they weren’t my real parents. And Janiki. How I long for Little Amma! When I think of them and that time before my twelfth birthday tears come to my eyes because a good family is so rare. I know that now, and when I close my eyes I can see Janiki’s beautiful face and those eyes brimming with love.

      I am sure there were unpleasant things in Gingee as well, but I don’t remember them because they are nothing. I only remember the good things. It is as if my life back then, the life I lived from day to day, was nothing more than a film passing before my eyes, insubstantial pictures of no lasting value, so there’s no use at all in describing them to you. The important thing was the feeling I had, the feeling of being embedded in this wonderful cushion of love where nothing could touch you and nothing could ever hurt you. I suppose that is the essence of my childhood, not the individual events that followed each other in a chain – because those things

      pass away, passing pictures in a cinema. What remains at all times is the thing behind it – the screen of my being, you could say, over which those pictures passed; a backdrop of goodness. Because that is what has stayed with me, what keeps me alive: the remembrance of goodness. Of what goodness was like. That memory is what really keeps me alive when everything else is

      dying, crumbling into a dark abyss and swallowing up my soul. That is what has sustained me in my journey through hell.

      Because I am able to say to myself, if the events of my childhood are nothing more than passing pictures, then so is this horror. Everything else is a passing picture.

      That is the secret of my survival. I don’t mean my physical survival, for my body, though often injured, was never even near death – though often it felt that way, and often I prayed it could be dead, and I know that one day it will be dead. I mean the survival of my soul, which has been so much in jeopardy these past weeks or months or even years. I have lost count of time. I have stopped counting the days. My life now is from breath to breath. The only one who can save me now is Bhagavan, God. He could but he won’t. My prayers go unanswered.

      I said I don’t remember the unpleasant things of my past life; well, that’s not quite true. I do remember the day when Amma and Appa never came home.

      That was the beginning of the end. Now I am in this monstrous city, a single grain on a beach full of sand. No one can find that single grain. That is what it means to be lost. But my name is Asha. It means hope. In her last message my sister Janiki said never give up hope, Janiki. Hope, and faith, will keep you safe. Even just a spark of it. And so, though I know I am forever lost, I cling to that one spark of hope.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Kamal. Moti Khodayal, Gujarat, India, 1972

        

      

    

    
      Kamal tried not to breathe; he was sure they’d hear him if he did. He could hear his own breathing and the drumming of his heart, loud and erratic, and it seemed to him the whole world must be listening, watching for him. He crouched lower in the hamper, hugging his knees, curled into a ball with his head tucked in, exactly fitting the circular shape of the basket. For the first time in his life he was glad that he was so small, so supple, like a cat, they said, loose and limber and able to crawl into the smallest spaces and jump from the highest windows, landing like a coiled spring and sprinting off before they could blink twice.

      That’s why they never caught him; that’s why when Rani Abishta, his grandmother, Daadi, sent them for him he was able to wriggle loose and run, and that’s why Daadi tried all the more to bind him to herself. But bondage, for Kamal, had the effect of a whiplash, urging him to escape, stimulating his ingenuity so that, short of winding him in thick chains, Daadi remained the loser. He smiled to himself, thinking of Daadi’s rage, and then her panic, when he turned up missing.

      He had placed a cloth over himself so that if someone did happen to open the hamper, they wouldn’t notice he was there; they’d be deceived into thinking the hamper had been sent back with its contents intact, rejected by the caretaker. At first he squeezed his eyelids together as if, by shutting out the world, the world would also shut him out – at least the little world of Moti Khodayal which he knew so well, every tiny corner and crevice so that he could find his way blindfolded through the labyrinthine passages and staircases; led on by the pungent smells, the sounds, the shape of the cobbles, the smoothness of the stones beneath his bare feet, the texture of tapestries and curtains, the senses of touch and hearing and smelling refined to such perfection he could almost abstain from the sense of sight.

      With the passing of each second his excitement grew, but also his anxiety. The more time it took to load the cart and coax the bullocks into movement, the more dangerous it would become for him; he had to make sure everything outside was normal. Cautiously he opened his eyes to a slit. It was dark inside the hamper but not fully dark: slabs of daylight glinted between the strands of wicker. Curiosity won over caution: carefully he adjusted his position, pushing his face right up to the hamper’s side, aligning his right eye with one of those daylight cracks, and peered out.

      Everything seemed normal. In the greyness of the first morning light there was the usual courtyard bustle. Punraj, wearing only his loincloth and a turban, trotted across Kamal’s limited line of vision, bent slightly forward under the weight of the rice sack he carried on his back. Punraj’s body, black as ebony, glistened with sweat although the sun was not yet out; it was a long way to the storeroom at the back of the complex and this was certainly not his first sack. Kamal smiled to himself. He wished he could call out to Punraj, and share his secret; Punraj wouldn’t mind and Punraj wouldn’t talk. Punraj was a friend, a forbidden friend, one of the many forbidden friends Kamal had made among the palace subordinates.

      He couldn’t see much through the slit, and after Punraj there were a few seconds when all he could see was the red-brick building at the back of the courtyard. But he could hear the familiar morning noises and knew therefore that he had not yet been missed, that everything was as it should be.

      A goat ran across the fine strip of courtyard revealed to Kamal, the white nanny goat that Kamal had named Wendy. Wendy was being chased by six-year-old Bibi, Punraj’s daughter, another of Kamal’s forbidden friends. Bibi wore a long red skirt and she raced zigzagging behind Wendy, thrusting out grasping arms that the little goat neatly evaded, before she, too, disappeared from sight.

      Kamal smelt the smoke from fires lit in the kitchen at his back, and his mouth watered as he heard the sizzling of ghee as the cooks began to fry the breakfast puris. He heard the clang of buckets being let into the well to his side, the creaking of the pulley, the gush of water poured into clay vessels. The chatter of a hundred servants; the strident calling of a peacock on a faraway roof.

      He felt another prick of impatience; it was time to get going. Else they would… there! The bell for breakfast rang out and Kamal bit his lip in nervousness: he should be long gone because if he didn’t come for breakfast it would certainly be noticed. And they would start the search for him while he was still within the palace and would certainly find him. He felt his spirits sink – had everything been in vain? Every day for the past week he had watched and waited and every day the bullock cart had left well before breakfast began.

      The empty hampers were loaded in the blackness of pre-dawn, which was why it had been easy to slink through the empty corridors, mount the cart and climb into one of them, covering himself carefully before reaching out, groping for the propped-up lid and closing it over himself. Once hidden all he had to do was wait. Today, though, driver-wallah was taking his time. Kamal knew that on every other day he had sat on the freshly swept earth outside the kitchen drinking tea and sharing gossip with some of the male servants who breakfasted at this time, before the day’s work began. They sat in a circle around a small brazier, wrapped in layers of cloth for warmth since the mornings were chilly at this time of year, murmuring to each other, pouring their tea from curved-lip cup to cup to cool it, raising their chins and opening their mouths to receive the milky brew. On previous days Kamal had watched, hidden, and on every day well before now the men had stood up and shaken out their clothes and dusted themselves off before separating to go about their various tasks.

      Driver-wallah would return to the cart, settle himself on the wooden perch between the rumps of the two bullocks, call out hey-hey, prod the slothful animals several times on their backsides, and the cart would rumble off long before the bell for breakfast began its rigorous, joyous pealing. The bullocks would pause at the huge grid of gates let into the palace walls. Watchmen swathed in heavy wraps would draw back the many bolts and turn the many keys and unwind the many chains before heaving the heavy gates slowly inward, letting the bullocks and the cart pass through. The gates would close again, be bolted, chained and locked. The bullocks, the cart, the hampers were Outside.

      Kamal, in all of his nine years, had never once been Outside.

      He had a cramp in his right foot, bent awkwardly into the curve of the hamper. He adjusted his position slightly, wriggled his toes, and tried to move his foot but couldn’t; it seemed stuck into position. Everything was aching by now. And he was cold, and hungry. And worried about being found. Everything was going wrong. Driver-wallah had disappeared from the face of the earth. Today of all days, the day of his escape. That was the worst of it.

      Kamal knew that things only worked out if they were supposed to. You could plan and plot and arrange circumstances as much as you liked but if your plan was not simultaneously destiny’s plan it would definitely go wrong: for, as Teacher always said, man proposes but God disposes. So if today of all days driver-wallah’s schedule had changed, then destiny was saying a loud clear unmistakable no. And now there was an unfamiliar commotion somewhere up in the West Wing, and Kamal couldn’t see but he knew that Lakshmi who was Rani Abishta’s right hand was up on the balcony outside the servants’ room shouting down to somebody in the courtyard. He could hear every word clearly, and he knew his time was almost up; if driver-wallah did not turn up in the next few minutes they’d start a serious search for him.

      ‘Ramanath, have you seen Kamal?’

      ‘Kamal? No, he’s not here, why?’

      ‘Well, he’s missing, he didn’t go to breakfast and the Mistress is frightfully angry, in fact she’s furious. He’s not in his room either.’

      ‘He’s probably in the stables, have you looked there? That dog must have had her pups, you know he watches for them every day. I’m sure he’s there.’

      ‘That’s a good idea. I’ll go and check.’

      And then Kamal breathed out in gratitude, for the cart swayed to one side with the weight of driver-wallah’s ascent, and the bullocks shifted, the cart creaked, and he heard the familiar cry of hey-hey, and they were off. He heard the grating of gates opening, and then they were Outside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Kamal

        

      

    

    
      Near the chowk, the marketplace, the cart came to a halt and Kamal climbed out unseen. He jumped to the ground and, following his senses, drawn by the noise and smells and whirls of colour, made his way to the bazaar. What a world! A world teeming with fruit and vegetables, some of which Kamal had never seen, much less tasted. His nostrils absorbed a thousand different aromas at once, some so sweet he stopped simply to look, and because he was hungry and had had no breakfast his mouth began to water as he stared at a man cutting open a big round fruit and pulling it apart into soft, slippery, translucent sections, bright yellow and luscious.

      ‘What’s that?’ he asked the vendor, who laughed out loud.

      ‘You don’t know what a jackfruit is? Where are you living, little boy?’

      ‘In the palace,’ said Kamal truthfully and immediately clapped his hand to his mouth and gazed at the man with petrified eyes; then he ran down the row of fruit stalls till he came to the flower vendors. Here the fragrance was intoxicating. Kamal looked right and left and all he saw were flowers, piles of garlands and baskets of roses; a girl his age sitting on the ground before a basket of tuberose blossoms threading them expertly with quick, nimble fingers; vendors coming with full baskets and going with empty ones, for it was still early, the stalls were still being replenished, and Kamal alone had nothing to do but stare.

      Having seen all there was to see in the bazaar, he wandered up and down the surrounding lanes, the hunger in his stomach gnawing more and more insistently. He found himself in a narrow alley where the road’s tarmac crumbled and the shops on either side all seemed to sell nothing but rusty nails. Another lane was unbearable because here every building was a tea-shop and outside every shop pans of oil sizzled on open fires and golden puris swelled up into crisp balloons, emitting the aroma of breakfast that invaded his nostrils and sank into his belly and screamed there for succour.

      Kamal’s pockets were empty. He had not thought to bring money; even had he thought of it, he would not have known where to get it. He had never handled money; he’d had no need to. And now, though his clothes were of silk and the chain around his neck and the ring on his finger were of pure gold, he was as poor as the poorest beggar – those he had seen everywhere – because he could not eat silk or gold. At this thought something clicked in his mind and boldly he approached the boy – not much older than himself – frying puris outside the next shop. He eased the ring from his finger and held it out.

      ‘Would you accept this ring as payment for breakfast?’ he asked hesitantly.

      The boy stared at the ring and then at Kamal and called to someone in the black interior of the shop. A man came out, wiping his hands on a grubby cloth, and, looking Kamal up and down, said, ‘Where did you get that ring, boy? Did you steal it?’

      ‘No, of course not,’ said Kamal angrily, and then remembered that no one knew who he was and so added in a milder tone, ‘My grandmother gave it to me. It is mine. I would like to eat but I have no money. Would you accept this ring as payment?’

      ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ said the man then and showed Kamal a bench at a long table where three other men were sitting eating. Kamal slid in and waited to be served.

      One of the men, dressed in white pyjamas and a white cap, looked keenly at him and said, ‘Are you a fool, or what?’

      ‘Why should I be a fool?’

      ‘To pay for your breakfast with that valuable ring. Look, don’t do it. Come with me afterwards and I will show you where you can sell it for a good price. I will pay for your breakfast. You can pay me back when you have sold the ring.’

      ‘Very well,’ said Kamal gratefully and ate with more appetite than he had ever done in the palace, for the simple food tasted more delicious than the most sumptuous feast Rani Abishta had had prepared for him alone.

      The shopkeeper was not happy with this new arrangement. When Kamal and the man got up to go he spoke some sharp words, but the man simply left the money on the table and strode off, Kamal running behind him, thanking him profusely.

      ‘It was only my duty,’ said the man, brushing off Kamal’s gratitude. ‘A boy like you must be careful in this town: there are wicked people just waiting to rob you. Look at your fine clothes, your jewellery! Why do you walk around looking like a prince in his palace? Where do you come from? What are you doing on the streets at this time; shouldn’t you be at school?’

      Kamal felt he could trust this man and told him his name and his story. The man laughed and wished him luck. ‘I hope you enjoy your day,’ he said. ‘Goodbye. It was interesting meeting you.’

      ‘But aren’t you going to show me the jeweller’s shop? I have to sell my ring and give you back the money!’

      ‘Don’t worry about the money,’ said the man. ‘It was my pleasure to buy you breakfast. Just be careful!’

      Kamal found the jeweller’s shop anyway. It was on a street with several such shops. He sold his ring for thirty rupees and felt delirious with joy at possessing so much money of his own. When it was time for lunch he paid for his own meal in a dark restaurant where boys younger than himself ran around with pails of water, collecting the dirty plates and wiping the tables after the customers left. He ate with joy and he paid with pride.

      After lunch he wandered up and down more streets at random. He found himself in a part of town where the colours were reduced to black and grey, the streets teeming with human and animal life. There were beggars sitting at the roadside, their clothes black and caked with grime. There were children, infants, with limbs bent backwards and eyes oozing pus and swarming with flies. There was a dog with half its head missing, walking around with its brain hanging out. Pigs in the gutters, eating human waste. A stench of offal pervaded these lanes; Kamal felt on the verge of vomiting yet still he walked on, observing, wondering, asking himself questions that could not be answered.

      He had never in his life seen sights such as these; he had not imagined such misery could exist in the same world as the palace of Moti Khodayal where he had grown up.

      It was mid-afternoon when he found himself in a potholed street, wider than the others, lined by ramshackle buildings. The strange thing about this street was that there were so many women on it. The women sat or stood outside the open doorways; they sat in the dust or on mats or on charpais, or they leaned against the doorframes, laughing, chatting with each other. They combed and plaited each other’s hair; they gathered around an open tap and walked home carrying full buckets in their hands or on their heads. Some of them held plates of food in their hands and ate; others nursed babies; a few crouched on the ground cooking over an open fire, or washed pots and infants over stinking gutters. They glanced at him as he walked past but quickly went back to whatever they were doing. There were one or two girls among them, some not much older than he himself. There were several small children. But there were no men.

      He was mistaken: there was one man. He stormed out of one of the doorways, chasing a screaming girl with long dishevelled hair, a girl about the size and age of Nirmala, Punraj’s other daughter, Bibi’s big sister, who had married last year when she was fourteen.

      Just before she reached the street the man caught hold of the girl’s arm and pulled her towards him, shouting words Kamal did not understand. A few of the women nearby looked up for a moment but quickly returned to their tasks. The man turned back to the house and shouted one sharp word; an older woman emerged with what looked like a piece of broomstick, which she handed to him. To Kamal’s utmost horror the man began to rain blows on the girl’s back. The girl screamed pitifully, begging for mercy, but still he beat on, shouting all the time, his face almost black with rage.

      For two seconds Kamal stood petrified with outrage; then he ran up to the man and began pulling at the beating hand. ‘Stop it! Stop it! You’re hurting her! Leave her alone!’

      For one frozen moment the man stopped, his hand raised. Kamal grabbed the girl and tried to pull her away. The girl looked up at Kamal.

      Those eyes! He would never forget them, not in all his life. The look in them! Such terror, such agony, such abject despair! The wretchedness in those eyes wrenched at Kamal’s heart, for he had never seen such inner pain nor even a shadow of it; he had not known such anguish could exist on earth, for earth for him was a happy place where people smiled, and even if they felt pain, they hid it behind that smile, unless they were babies and could not yet tuck away their hurt. This girl’s pain lay naked in her eyes, in the mouth pulled down at the corners. Her wretchedness was in the wet smudged cheeks, the lacklustre hair; it was in the body twitching away from Kamal’s grasp, the shrill scream she now let out as the moment unfroze and the man’s hand whisked down. The stick met her arching, writhing back with a dull thud.

      Fury grabbed Kamal. He pummelled the man’s forearm, sank his teeth into it, but the man was tall and strong and Kamal slight, and with only a flick of annoyance the man flung him away. Kamal landed on hands and knees in the middle of the street, like a cat, and scrambled to his feet again. He was about to hurl himself once more at the man but he felt strong hands on his arms pulling him back. He looked up; a woman, obviously a neighbour, was holding him back and speaking.

      ‘Don’t interfere, boy, that’s her uncle and she’s been a bad girl. She has to be punished.’

      ‘But he’s hurting her!’

      ‘He’s only hurting her so she’ll obey him next time. We all have to learn to obey; that’s life. You have to obey your mother too, don’t you? And your father? So she has to obey her uncle.’ She cackled with foul laughter.

      Another woman approached them. ‘What are you doing here? You’re only a child; go away. You have no business on this street.’

      ‘I only want to—’

      ‘Go away. Don’t come back here. You must be mad, to mix yourself up in what does not concern you.’

      ‘But that girl…’ Kamal turned back to the man and the girl but they were gone.

      ‘She’ll be fine, don’t worry about her. Her uncle will take care of her. Now you go away and don’t come back here.’

      ‘Not till you’re grown up,’ added the first woman, and laughed again. Kamal stared at her; she was not like any of the palace servants. Her face was small and pockmarked. There were loose black-ringed holes in the sides of her nose and in the lobes of her ears but she wore no jewellery save a cluster of plastic bangles rattling on a bony wrist. Her teeth, those that remained, were yellow. She wore a threadbare faded sari of an indistinguishable colour. She smelt of rancid coconut oil and stale sweat and perfume gone sour.

      ‘Yes; then you can come back,’ said the other woman. ‘With all your silks and your fine jewellery!’

      Both the women roared with laughter at a joke Kamal could not understand. What he did understand was that they were right: he had to go. He did not like this street; he did not like these women; he could not help the girl. Instinct told him he was out of his depth. It was time to go home. The women were still chatting about him.

      ‘Where do you live, boy?’

      ‘In Moti Khodayal.’

      At that, they all burst out in raucous laughter.

      ‘In that big palace? With the fake queen? Are you a prince, then? Is that why you are dressed in fine silks?’

      ‘Ah, little prince! You grace us with your presence! Should we bow before you? How can we serve you?’

      ‘Ay, little prince, do you have a job for me in the palace?’

      ‘Will you make me a patola-silk sari, boy?’

      ‘Only royals wear patola silk, girl – you think you are a royal?’

      ‘Ay, maybe I will marry a royal and then I too will get to wear patola silk!’

      ‘Go home to your fine palace, boy, and your patola silk. This is not the place for you.’

      ‘Yes, go home. Shoo! You need to be saved from the likes of us. We will only lead you astray. We are bad women.’

      They all laughed again, and in the space where they stopped talking Kamal found his voice.

      ‘I don’t know the way home.’

      ‘Ah. The little prince is lost. No worries, boy. We will make sure you reach home safely. Hey, you! Baldev, come!’

      Baldev was a boy of about twelve, sweeping a doorway across the street. He came immediately.

      ‘Take this boy back to the palace. He is a fine prince; got lost and stepped into a cowpat. He doesn’t know the way home.’

      ‘But don’t steal from him on the way back, hey! He will give you some baksheesh when you get him home. He is so rich.’

      And indeed, the boy called Baldev led him home through the labyrinth of streets, and Kamal gave him the rest of his money. And so, in the early evening, Kamal found himself outside the gates and the sentries called out in relieved astonishment, and, it seemed to him, the entire palace household came running out into the courtyard, calling out to him how much he had been missed and where had he been, and what a naughty boy he was, and how angry Daadi would be.

      ‘She’s angry with me, too, Kamal,’ his friend Hanoman, Teacher’s son, whispered. ‘She thinks I helped you out. Look!’

      He opened his hands and showed Kamal the thick red welts across his palms. ‘She beat me to tell her the truth. But I didn’t know! I didn’t know anything!’

      Kamal’s filthy clothes were peeled from him by clucking servants. He was bathed and perfumed and bedded for the night.

      ‘Rani Abishta says she will see you tomorrow,’ came the message just before he fell asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Asha. Mumbai, 2000

        

      

    

    
      A few weeks before I turned twelve the terrible thing happened and that was the beginning of the end of my life.

      Amma and Appa were on their way home from the market, walking along the side of the street with their baskets slung over their arms, when a strange black car swerved off the road, rammed straight into them and, without even stopping to check the damage, raced off again. Amma died instantly, Appa a few hours later, in hospital. The police wrote it off as a hit-and-run accident – the driver must have been drunk, they said, and there was no chance of tracing him. They had too many serious crimes to solve to bother themselves with this.

      Their deaths put an abrupt end to my happy childhood. The death itself was terrible enough and we were all plunged into the blackest grief; if you can imagine a dark mist where you cannot even see your hand in front of you, well, that is how we all felt.

      Janiki, my little mother, came back from America where she was now working, her face pale with shock. We cried and comforted each other.

      ‘What now, Janiki?’ I wept. ‘What will become of us?’

      By this time Appa’s younger brother Paruthy Uncle had already moved into our big house, along with his family. He said it was because his own house was too small for all of us, my four elder brothers and one younger one, and his three little daughters.

      I had never liked Paruthy Uncle. He was not like Appa at all. He was not kind. And he did not like me. That is why I wept to Janiki, ‘What will become of us?’

      ‘Don’t worry, Asha,’ Janiki said, wiping away my tears. ‘You have another amma and appa and surely they will come and get you now. Your white amma lives in America – I am sure she will come and get you, and then you’ll be near me. Or else your appa in Dubai. You are a very lucky girl. You must write them and ask them to come and get you. I am going back to California now – I only got one week of compassionate leave – but you will continue to write me and let me know how you are doing. And wherever you are, I will come and visit you one day.’

      Those words were a great comfort to me. It is true that I did not remember the people I called Mom and Daddy very well. I had only seen Mom once, when I was five: I remember her pale face and amber eyes and yellow hair, and I remember I was scared of her. But she had written me letters over the years and sent photographs of her and a tall pale man and I knew that Mom means Amma in American. Sometimes I wrote back. Amma told me to. And Amma dictated the letters and then she posted them for me.

      I remembered Daddy better. They told me to call him Daddy because I only had one appa and could not call him that. Daddy came once a year to visit me. But I never knew what to say to him and he didn’t know what to say to me. He sent me postcards of mountains and famous places in India. I never wrote him back because I did not know what to say.

      But now I had to write to them both, because it was an emergency. So I wrote them both and told them what had happened, two letters. I did not tell them to come and get me because that sounded rude. I just told them that Amma and Appa had died and that we were now living with Paruthy Uncle and that I did not like him.

      I did not have their addresses so I gave the letters to Paruthy Uncle and asked him to find the addresses and post the letters. And then I waited for a reply, or for them to come and pick me up and take me to America, or to Dubai. I did not care where, just that they would come for me, one of them at least. Or at least write back to tell me what to do. But they didn’t. I wrote them again but still they didn’t come, and didn’t write. It was plain they did not want to be bothered with me.

      I wanted to write Janiki emails every day because it hurt so much, but I couldn’t, because Paruthy Uncle took away my computer and sold it.

      ‘What is a small girl like you doing with this newfangled stuff? You don’t need it,’ he said.

      ‘Janiki! I write to Janiki on it!’ I wailed.

      ‘You can write normal letters like everybody else. I cannot believe how spoilt you are. If you have a letter for Janiki just give it to me and I will post it.’

      So I did that. But Janiki never replied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Kamal. Moti Khodayal, 1972

        

      

    

    
      Rani Abishta was having a foot massage, reclining on her cloud-cushion of puffed purple velvet, exclusively designed to enclose her enormous bulk, its invisible steel skeleton taking over the work of her atrophied muscles, buried as they were in mounds of flesh.

      Her legs were spread open before her, her sari drawn up beyond her knees and bunched up between them. Her feet rested on matching purple pouffes while two crouching sylphine maidens kneaded her puffy soles and massaged her swollen toes.

      Her right hand lay languidly on a plate of milk-sweets, occasionally conveying one to her mouth. Her other hand loosely held a fan of peacock feathers that now lay on her extensive bosom. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, half-closed, and a less knowledgeable visitor might think she was asleep. Kamal knew better.

      He knew that behind those sluggishly drooping eyelids lurked a mind as sharp as a two-edged sword, and that Daadi’s outward appearance of sloth, the inertia of her fat, indolent body, was his grandmother’s best disguise, one that only a mind of her cunning could have divined. And Kamal had not the slightest doubt that she wore this disguise not of necessity but of design.

      Obesity had not crept up on Rani Abishta from behind; she had seen the advantages of wrapping keenness of wit in layers of fleshy languor, and concealing daggers of guile within a mound of innocuous jelly.

      It was part of her master plan.

      He approached from the garden. The white floor-to-ceiling louvred door-flaps were folded back, opening onto the terrace and the cupid-fountain (imported from France), so that the Surya Hall, where Rani Abishta spent the greater part of her life, extended in one unbroken expanse of grey marbled flagstones to the emerald-green lawn. Rani Abishta sat in a shadowed recess at the back of the hall, for she could not bear the sunshine, yet liked to look out on her domain, occasionally dozing off, usually just sitting, watching, waiting, motionless except for the one hand moving from plate to mouth and the other hand now and then rising, fanning and sinking again.

      Beyond the reach of sunlight lay a scattering of plush carpets. Kamal felt Rani Abishta’s concentrated perusal as he drew nearer; he saw the instant’s pause as her hand drew near to her lips; he knew that the eyes had narrowed to slits barely visible between folds of fat, and that the very air surrounding her vibrated with venom.

      With a barely perceptible motion of her fingers Rani Abishta dismissed the two maidens. They stood up, namasted and bowed with a graceful bend of the knee, stepped backwards and vanished on silently tripping feet. They left in their stead a vague perfume of jasmine and rose, which Rani Abishta briskly eliminated with a sonorous passing of wind, slightly raising one side of her body to allow the pungent wind to escape, falling back into position with a thud and a wobble of flesh. Kamal held his breath, namasted, smiled and lowered himself to the carpet before her, sitting back on his heels.

      Her lips moved. ‘Come nearer!’ she commanded, and Kamal edged his knees forward a fraction.

      Rani Abishta grunted and shifted position again, and Kamal feared another blast of exhaust fumes, but all she did was lean forward to bring her face slightly nearer to his.

      ‘Yesterday you left the palace,’ she said.

      Kamal shrugged.

      It was done, it was over, he was back, and there was no way Rani Abishta could erase what had happened. No punishment would make the day undone; it was there, impressed upon his consciousness, senses stirred awake and fed but not nourished, doors and windows opened that would never again be closed. Yesterday could never be unmade, and he regretted nothing, no matter what the punishment.

      ‘I have forbidden you to leave the palace, and yet you left,’ Rani Abishta continued. She spoke slowly, her voice low and without emotion: simply stating a fact. It was the voice she used when the anger was boiling within her, boiling with such violence that all her strength was involved in holding it back. Those who were in daily contact with Rani Abishta knew that voice well, for a thousand little things drove her to anger: a carpet with an untidy fringe, a stray dove relieving itself on the terrace, a sesame seed lodged in a back tooth. Summoned into Rani Abishta’s presence, the evil-doer (the maid who had not brushed the carpet fringe, the gardener who had not chased away the dove, the cook who had made the sesame sweet) would stand quaking before her while first she stated the bare facts in this voice, crouching low like a leopard before a deadly lunge.

      Kamal, ever since he was a small child, had marvelled at Rani Abishta’s ability to inspire fear. He had seen countless hand-wringing servants stand or kneel before her, sweating with terror, their eyes pleading for pity, sometimes clasping their hands, kneeling and begging for mercy. What was it about Rani Abishta that evoked such naked terror? Even when Rani Abishta’s inner dam burst and she shouted at someone, it might not be pleasant, but she didn’t actually hurt anyone with her noise. Why didn’t they just shout back? Kamal used to think. Or simply turn their backs and walk away, the way he did when she yelled too long or too loud?

      Kamal himself had never known fear. Neither fear of Rani Abishta, nor fear of any living thing within the walls of the palace. He had heard the word fear, of course, and had feared vicariously with many of the heroes in the adventure books he loved to read, so that he did have second-hand knowledge of what it was to sense danger, but here there was nothing to fear. Here he was safe. Here there was nothing to hurt him.

      Rani Abishta had made it so. Rani Abishta had created this safe soft perfect world, this world of golden platters overflowing with ambrosial eatables, of silk garments and emerald lawns and bowls filled with jewels you could plunge your hands into, hold them in the cup of your palms and raise up, letting them ripple through your fingers like water. A world where peacocks strutted across brilliant lawns, their tails fanned out in glory. Rani Abishta had created this world and kept it perfect for him, which was why he did not, could not, fear her. Rani Abishta, who reigned with absolute jurisdiction within the high walls of her empire.

      ‘This is the only world you need to know,’ she had told Kamal when he was a little boy. He had come to live with Rani Abishta before memory, at a time before he could think; all he knew was that his mother had died in childbirth and his father, Rani Abishta’s only son, had brought him here and then left again, to rebel against Indira Gandhi and her Emergency. Thrown into prison, where death had met him. Nobody was allowed to mention his name in Moti Khodayal. ‘I am your mother and your father,’ said Rani Abishta. ‘Moti Khodayal is your world.’

      And he knew there was a world outside those walls, a bigger world, but he had no idea of what big meant; how big was big, and how much bigger could it be than the palace of Moti Khodayal?

      Moti Khodayal was enormous.

      ‘I have created this world for you,’ Rani Abishta had told him again and again. ‘It contains all that you will ever need. It is enough for you. I have provided for you; here there is everything you want; and if you want more, you only have to ask.’

      ‘But what is outside the wall?’ Kamal had asked, for he had walked all around the perimeter of Moti Khodayal and looked up along the high stone wall, topped by bits of spiky broken glass set in concrete.

      ‘Bad things. There is poverty and dirt and bad people who will hurt you and who will want to take away the things you have. Do not even think about the world out there; you do not need it. It is bad and ugly.’

      She had smiled then, and held out her arms, and Kamal, not knowing better, for Rani Abishta was mother and father and all people for him, ran into her arms and she lifted him onto her knee. She pointed out beyond the terrace.

      ‘Look! Look at that beautiful lawn! See how it gently slopes away to the garden! Look at that peacock, strutting across! Soon he will lift his tail and open his wheel, and then he will dance for the peahens, and for me! The peacock dances because he is aware of his beauty; only beauty must exist in the world. I want you to know only beauty, Kamal. I am sorry I have lost the use of my legs, else I would take you by the hand and walk with you through those beautiful flower groves and tell you the names of all the roses. When I was a young girl, Kamal, I loved the roses and tended them myself. Now it is all done by gardeners. But they are the best gardeners in all of India. I have instructed them to make of Moti Khodayal a paradise; and this paradise is for you. For you, Kamal, are a prince and you must have the best. Never forget that you are a prince.’

      And she told him for the billionth time the story of the family, a line of kings dating back further than it was possible to think.

      ‘Moti Khodayal was bigger then. Bigger than what you know now; a real kingdom. There were no walls around it, for its lands reached out among the rolling hills. It contained villages, towns even, and all the people worshipped us and paid us tribute. I was just a girl, but I remember well my grandfather, not yet a maharaja but a prince. I remember when we went to the royal palace at Jaipur, for the wedding of Princess Gayatri Devi, the Jaipur Princess, to Maharaj Jai. I am second cousin thrice removed to her. I remember Prince Jai raising me up, Princess Gayatri placing me on her lap feeding me with gulab jamun. I remember playing with the Princess’s jewels. She was wearing a patola-silk sari; we had given it to her as a present. What a fabulous present! But, Kamal – and this was the fate of all the great kingdoms of Bharat, not just Moti Khodayal – there came conquerors from abroad, white men with weapons, white men who wanted it all for themselves, and those white men reduced us to what we are now. So we built the wall to keep what we had, and this is what you see today. It is smaller than it was, true, but it is still big enough to call a kingdom, and one day it will all be yours.’

      ‘And we owe it all to the worms!’ Kamal declared.

      ‘The worms?’

      ‘Yes. The silkworms. The silkworms that work for us.’

      ‘Who told you about the silkworms?’

      ‘Hanoman did. He says we have an army of silkworms in the hill district working for us. And that is how patola silk is made, which is the best silk in India and only royals wear it. And it takes a whole year to make a single patola-silk sari. And he told me that if it weren’t for the silkworms you and me would be poor like the rats in the bazaar.’

      ‘Hanoman told you that? Hanoman knows nothing. Worms! Pah.’

      ‘Hanoman is my friend. He knows a lot and he tells me a lot.’

      ‘Hanoman cannot be your friend. Hanoman is only Teacher’s son and you are a prince.’

      ‘No, I’m not. Hanoman says the English conquered the kings and there is no royalty in India any more so I’m not really a prince. And Hanoman has been Outside. He knows about all the things Outside and he tells me.’

      ‘Then I forbid you to talk to Hanoman!’

      ‘You cannot, Daadi! He is my friend, the only friend I have! Hanoman and me, we are like brothers even—’

      ‘You are of royal blood, Kamal! You are a Ksatriya, you cannot be the brother of a teacher’s son.’

      ‘Oh, but I can, we are! He tells me so much and I need to know about everything, about Outside and the silkworms and everything.’

      ‘You do not need to know about the silkworms. That is not your business. They do their work, you do yours – every creature on earth has its allotted place. I have paid servants who care about the silkworms and look after them and make sure they are doing their work. I have servants to collect the silk and turn it into wealth so that you may live like the prince you were born to be. Because one day India will return to her former glory and you will sit in the Surya Hall and rule. It is destiny. Nobody, least of all the English, can outsmart destiny. The Wheel of Time turns slowly but one day she returns to recapture all that was lost; and all that was lost returns to its rightful owner. That is you. That is why I am preserving everything for when that time comes. I am the only one left who believes in the old ways, who knows that the old ways were good and that the old ways must return.

      ‘I am the guardian of your fate, Kamal. Do not sully your mind with matters that do not concern you. You must have the attitude of a king: you must rule, and command, and delegate, and demand obedience. You must show your subordinates that you are their head, that your word is the word of God. And not even Swami Naadiyaananda—’

      She suddenly stopped speaking, and sent him away.

      Kamal was seven when Rani Abishta told him this. His mind was sharp as a razor and picked up details the adults slid over, which is why, at the next opportunity, he had run to Teacher and asked, ‘Teacher, who is Swami Naadiyaananda?’

      Teacher had looked down at him and raised his brows and said, ‘Where did you hear that name?’

      ‘Oh, I just heard someone say it.’

      ‘Well, forget it. It means nothing.’

      His curiosity piqued, Kamal asked others.

      ‘Who is Swami Naadiyaananda?’ he asked his favourite counsellor, Jairam, who only shrugged and raised his shoulders and shook his head. Teacher had smiled secretly and turned away.

      Only Gaindha Dwarka, Rani Abishta’s Chief Counsellor, had hinted at more. ‘You must not speak that name,’ he whispered to Kamal. ‘Never mention it again. It is better for you.’

      ‘But why?’ Kamal insisted.

      Gaindha Dwarka had looked right and left before whispering, ‘He is the one who knows who you really are, and what will become of you if you leave Moti Khodayal. More I cannot say.’ And he had placed a finger on his lips and slid behind the curtain leading to the Indra Hall, and Kamal had never been able to unseal his lips again.

      So Kamal had been left to smoulder, not understanding. All he knew was this: Moti Khodayal was Rani Abishta’s creation, and she had tried to make it perfect, for him. Rani Abishta was queen here; Rani Abishta ruled with an iron hand; Rani Abishta’s word was law. And for some reason known only to herself, Rani Abishta would not allow Kamal, her only grandson, her only relative, the only living human she cared about, to pass beyond those walls. And a mysterious Swami Naadiyaananda had something to do with it. And now he had left the palace without her permission, and there would be trouble.

      So now he knelt in silence before her and watched her and waited for her to speak. She would have him locked in his room for the evening, perhaps. Or for several evenings in a row. It had not been fear of punishment that had kept Kamal from escaping a long time ago, but lack of opportunity: the walls were so high, the sentries so diligent, that it had been near impossible to find a way out. But despite all this, and the inevitable punishment that now awaited him, he would escape again in a heartbeat; he knew that with certainty.

      ‘How did you get out?’ Rani Abishta’s voice was now little more than a whisper, and the lower her voice, the more dangerous her mood. Kamal kept quiet.

      ‘You will not speak? You won’t tell me how you got out? Very well, then I will take my own appropriate measures. Obviously the sentries were negligent. You must have bribed one or other of them – there is no way out without the help of a sentry. If you will not tell me which one then I will have all of them punished. Every one of them.’

      Kamal froze at those words; he had never expected this. His eyes opened wide in horror, for now he understood why her last words had been so soft as to be almost indiscernible, hardly stirring the heavy space between them.

      ‘Tell me.’

      But Kamal could not speak. His tongue seemed stuck to the bottom of his mouth, his jaw locked, and for the first time in his life he knew fear.

      He knew then that he was not invulnerable. He knew that Rani Abishta, with a word, with a nod of her head even, could punish him by punishing others. He knew now that Rani Abishta knew him better than he had assumed; she knew that he cared.

      He had never even tried to hide from her that he cared. Rani Abishta’s instructions, to treat the servants with contempt, he ignored, and blatantly did the opposite: he courted them as his equals. His only friend his own age was Hanoman, who had his own duties to attend to, and so he had found other friends among the servants: Munsami, Gangadin, Ali Yusuf; he knew them all by name. He knew their children’s names, and their children’s ages. He knew when their wives were ailing and the children were sent to an aunt. He knew when an eldest son won a place in a better school, and when a daughter’s betrothal turned a father’s hair grey. It was easy to make friends with the servants, for Rani Abishta was immobile and her eyes could not see around corners. Confined as she was to the Surya Hall, what did it matter what she ordered? True, she had her spies. Kamal knew whom he could trust, and whom not.

      Soondath was a snake, and Ramsaywack was a rat. They and their underdogs: Kamal avoided them; those were the ones sent to catch him when he disappeared, who clawed his upper arm and dragged him through the corridors and into Rani Abishta’s presence, where they immediately turned slimy as snails and released their grip – for Kamal was not to be hurt – and pasted simpering smirks of deference on their faces. They were the ones who would betray him in the wink of an eye, whenever there was something to betray. But up to now there had been no transgression so serious that the blame could be placed on anyone but himself. Up to now it had been fun and games: a little boy being a boy. But now, since he’d left the palace, things were different…

      Kamal knew that servants who transgressed were whipped. He knew, but avoided the matter neatly by making himself absent during such times, removing himself to the farthest point of the Surya Hall. Once he had seen a fellow afterwards, bent and broken, dragged across the courtyard, the gates flung open and the man kicked out, never to be seen again. Kamal had turned and fled and pushed the incident to the back of his mind. Today there was no avoidance. Kamal was made to sit beside his grandmother as one by one the guards were brought forward, stripped to the waist, flogged across the backs until they were unable to stand, and booted out of the presence.

      Kamal tried to plead with Rani Abishta. He begged and coaxed and swore on his life that not one of them had helped him escape. He told her the whole story of his escape, in all its details; he beseeched her not to hurt the guards, to whip him instead, for he was at fault and no one else. He wept his apologies; he knelt before her imploring her to accept his remorse; he promised on his life never to do it again: all to no avail.

      Rani Abishta made Soondath and Ramsaywack hold Kamal, one on each side, and though he writhed and wriggled he could not escape their iron grip. Soondath grasped him under his chin and held it up so he was forced to watch, and he cried aloud and squeezed his eyes shut but the tears escaped and flowed down his cheeks, and still he could hear the buzz of the whip as it slashed the air and the dull thwack as it cut across a bare back, and the agonised cries of the guards. He heard them beg for mercy and he recognised their voices: Mahadai and Challu and Basdeo were among them, men who had smiled and joked and laughed with him, men who were his friends, and punished without guilt for his foolishness.

      Even before it was over Kamal fainted, for he could not bear the pain; it was as if every whiplash landed on his own back. His cries were louder than those of the guards, for he cried not only for them but for the girl in the street of women, and Ramsaywack tied a cloth through his mouth to gag him. That was when he mercifully fainted.

      When he came to, he found himself lying on the carpet at Rani Abishta’s feet, the hall emptied except for Hiraman, sitting naked to the waist in a far corner and playing on his tabla. The hollow rattling of the tabla had replaced the screams. A soft tranquillity now filled the hall, the reverent hush that heralded the evening.

      Rani Abishta sat in her usual position, eating. At first Kamal simply watched her out of half-closed eyes, without moving, and knew that she watched him too. He moved then, and so did she, signalling for Hiraman to leave.

      When they were alone, Rani Abishta gestured for him to come nearer.

      ‘The next time the punishment will be worse,’ said Rani Abishta. ‘So I am hoping for your peace of mind there will not be a next time. I have not dismissed those guards. They have been returned to their positions with their backs stinging and bleeding, and now they will be more vigilant than ever.’

      Kamal never tried to go Outside again. He accepted his confinement, knowing that one day it would come to an end. Somehow, he no longer minded. Outside, he knew now, was too much for him to bear.
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