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This book is for my father
Subir Kumar Banerjee




CAST OF CHARACTERS


(IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE)
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Pom, Sarah, Pamela, Kamala: a peasant girl called by many names


Rhumi and Jhumi: Pom’s young twin sisters


Dadu and Thakurma: Pom’s paternal grandfather and grandmother


Baba and Ma: Pom’s father and mother


Bhai: Pom’s newborn baby brother


Jamidar Pratap Mukherjee: major landholder in Southeast Bengal. The jamidarni is his wife. His daughter is named Bidushi.


Dr. Andrews: Scottish physician at the Keshiari Mission Hospital


Nurse Das: nurse at the Keshiari Mission Hospital


Nurse Gopal: nurse at the Keshiari Mission Hospital


Rowena Jamison: British headmistress at Lockwood School


Abbas: Muslim driver for Lockwood School. His wife is Hafeeza.


Miss Rachael: Indian-Christian head of housekeeping for Lockwood School


Jyoti-ma: a sweeper at Lockwood School


Claire Richmond: British literature teacher at Lockwood School


Pankaj Bandopadhyay: Calcutta lawyer and Bidushi’s fiancé


Nurse-matron: nurse at Lockwood School


Rose Barker, also known as Mummy: Anglo-Indian proprietress of Rose Villa, Kharagpur


Mummy’s Roses: Bonnie, Lakshmi (also known as Lucky), Natty, Doris, Shila, Sakina


Chief Bobby Howard: senior police official in Kharagpur


Dr. DeCruz: physician


David Abernathy, also known as the Taster: acting chief of Hijli Detention Camp


Bernie Mulkins: Australian photographer


Jayshree and Tilak: brothel owners


Lina: oldest nonworking child at the brothel


Kabita, also known as Hazel and Zeenat: an Anglo-Indian foundling


Simon Lewes: Indian Civil Service officer, political sector


Mr. Lewes’s staff: Shombhu, chief bearer; Manik, cook; Choton, cook’s assistant; Jatin, assistant bearer; Promod, gardener; Farouk, chauffeur, later replaced by Sarjit and then Ahmed


Wilbur Weatherington: Mr. Lewes’s ICS colleague


Supriya Sen: Bethune College student; her younger sister is Sonali and younger brother is Nishan. Her parents, Mr. Sen and Mrs. Sen, also known as Mashima, own Sen Bookbindery and Publishing on College Street.


Supriyas’s friends: Ruksana Ali, a Muslim student from Calcutta, and Lata Menon, a Hindu student from Travancore and leader of the Chhatri Sangha student activist group


Arvind Israni: friend of Pankaj and a political activist


Bijoy Ganguly: friend of Pankaj and a political activist


Reverend John McRae: Scottish Presbyterian minister


Historical Figures Who Appear in The Sleeping Dictionary


Sarat Bose: Bengal Congress Party leader and elder brother to Subhas, from a prominent Bengali Hindu family of lawyers and activists


Subhas Chandra Bose, also known as Netaji: a former mayor of Calcutta, two-time Congress Party president, founder of Forward Bloc party, and commander in chief of Azad Hind Fauj government and Indian National Army


British governors of Bengal: Sir John Arthur Herbert, a conservative who served from 1939 until his death in 1943; Richard Gardiner Casey, an Australian appointed for 1944–46; replaced by Sir Frederick Burrows, the final British governor of Bengal, 1946–47, who did not favor partition.


British viceroys of India: Lord Victor Hope Linlithgow (the 2nd Marquess of Linlithgow) 1936–1943, a hard-liner against Indian independence; served the longest tenure of any viceroy in the Raj. Succeeded by Lord Wavell (Earl Archibald Wavell) 1943–47, who favored independence but was opposed by British prime ministers Winston Churchill and Clement Attlee. The last viceroy was Lord Louis Mountbatten, appointed in 1947 to oversee the transition to independence. Lord Mountbatten served as the first and only governor-general of the Independent Union of India (1947–48).


Mohandas Gandhi: Hindu lawyer turned activist, who is better known abroad as Mahatma Gandhi and by Indian followers as Gandhiji. He was the founder of India’s best-known resistance movement based on nonviolent protest. Married to Kasturba.


Sir Khawaja Nazimuddin: Muslim politician appointed as education, home, and chief minister of Bengal during British rule. He was also a former Muslim League head for East India and eventually because a prime minister of Pakistan.


Jawaharlal Nehru: Hindu lawyer and politician also known as Panditji; left-wing Congress Party leader mentored by Mahatma Gandhi, eventually elected first prime minister of the Republic of India.


Husseyn Suhrawardy: Muslim lawyer and politician who served as minister of labor and minister of civil supplies under Nazimuddin. During 1946, he was head of Bengal’s Muslim League party. He has been accused by some of inciting rioting on Direct Action Day, while others credit him with persuading the British government to bring army troops back to the city to put down the violence. Suhrawardy later became a president of Pakistan.


Rabindranath Tagore: world-famous Bengali poet, novelist, playwright, artist, and musician, 1861–1941. Tagore, known by his admirers as Gurudeb, was the first Asian to win a Nobel Prize. A longtime independence activist, he repudiated his British knighthood in 1919 as a statement of his desire for Indian freedom.




HINDI/BENGALI/ENGLISH GLOSSARY
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I have used regional Indian and British spellings whenever possible, especially of the time and place.


aadab—a polite greeting made to and by Muslims


aey—an exclamation, like “hey”


almirah—a freestanding cabinet that locks


alpana—colored rice flour designs used to brighten a doorstep to welcome guests


Ananda Bazar Patrika—Bengali-language newspaper owned by same Indian publishing company as Amrita Bazar Patrika, an English-language paper


Anglo-Indian—a term that refers to persons with mixed Indian and British ancestry, and also to the British living long-term in India


anna—a small change coin; at the time of the story, four paise made up one anna, and sixteen annas made one rupee.


ayah—a female household servant to children or adults


baba—term to address one’s father


babu—a gentleman or professional


Baidya—Bengali Hindu caste of doctors prescribing Indian medicine, the second highest caste in the province


baksheesh—a tip or bribe


bearer—a head male servant; similar to a butler


bed tea—the first cup of tea of the day, usually served in the bedroom


Bengali—also known as Bangla, the language widely spoken by people of the northeastern state the British named Bengal. Also, a person from this region is called a Bengali.


beti—Hindi word for daughter


bhadralok—Bengal’s upper and educated class, composed of Brahmin, Baidya, and Kayastha castes; people born from the top of Brahma’s body


bhai—brother or male friend


bhisti—a water-carrying servant


boudi—term for eldest brother’s wife


Brahma—the creator in Hindu theology


Brahmin—the top priestly caste in Hinduism, believed to have sprung from Brahma’s head


bungalow—an expansive house favored by British residents, often two-story


burka—a long one-piece black cover-up worn by some Muslim women


burra-saheb—big boss; female version is burra-memsaheb. (In parts of India outside of Bengal, saheb is spelled sahib.)


bustee—slum neighborhood


cabin—small, casual tea- or beer-drinking place


Calcutta—West Bengal’s capital city, which, until the building of New Delhi in 1911, was known as the crown city of the British Empire and the administrative capital of British India. Now it is known by the Bengali name Kolkata.


caste—a social level that a Hindu is born into; Brahmins at the top and Untouchables or Harjians at the bottom


chacha—a term for an uncle or respected close elder, used by younger people toward Muslim elders; a chacha’s wife is a chachi.


chai—tea. A chai-wallah is a tea-vendor.


channa dal—dried chickpeas


chapatti—unleavened round bread


chappals—sandals


Chhattri Sangha—a women’s students association founded in Calcutta


cholar dal—Bengali split chickpea dal flavored with coconut and sugar


chowkidar—a watchman; similar to a darwan but more likely to be employed by an office or business


coolie—a boy or man who carries things; still commonly used at train stations


dacoit—bandit usually operating in the countryside


dada—warm form of address meaning older brother. Also, a first name plus the -da suffix means the same thing.


dadu—paternal grandfather


dai—a midwife


dal—lentils cooked into a thick soup


Darjeeling—hill town in Bengal’s North, near foothills of the Himalayas; also a type of tea


darwan—a watchman; similar to chowkidar but usually employed by families to guard their homes


darzi—tailor


dharma—moral law combined with spiritual discipline specific to one’s life


didi—big sister; used literally or for close female friend


Digha—a seaside town in South Bengal, near Orissa


dhobi—a washerman


dhoti—a length of cloth that primarily North Indian men wrap and drape to cover their hips and legs


Dom—a low-ranking caste whose exclusive duties are the handling and disposal of corpses


dhonekhali—regional Bengali cotton textile, especially known for stripes and checks


Durga—the much-loved warrior goddess who is worshipped in Bengal in a weeklong puja followed by Diwali (Kali-puja in Bengal)


ghat—area of river close to shore that is used for bathing, washing clothes, and drawing drinking water


ghee—clarified butter used in cooking


goonda—like a dacoit but more likely to be organized criminals operating in cities


hartal—a work stoppage or strike


Hindi—most widely understood language in North India, in the past referred to as Hindustani. Its roots are a combination of the Sanskrit and Urdu languages


ICS—Indian Civil Service; an elite corps of administrators usually born and trained in Britain


imam—religious leader in Islam


INA—Indian National Army; an Indian-led force built from Japanese prisoners of war during World War II who fought alongside the Japanese in the hopes of gaining India’s freedom from Britain.


Indian Army—the military force serving under the British rulers of India that, by World War II, included Indian as well as British commanding officers.


Ingrej—an English person or people


Jagannath—a reincarnated form of Shiva, god of destruction. The most famous Jagannath temple in India is in the state of Orissa.


jamdani—a type of Bengal handloomed sari known for gossamer weave and fine embroidery. There are many kinds of jamdani saris including a dhakai, from the Dhaka area of East Bengal, extremely fine and chosen for parties and special occasions.


jamidar—landowner. His wife is a jamidarni. In other parts of India, he would be called a zamindar.


jao—command to go


jelebi—fried lentil flour sweet


Kali—fierce goddess who is very popular in Bengal


Kayastha—the record-keeping caste of Hindus, usually judged third highest in Bengal


khadi—homespun cotton cloth made famous from Mahatma Gandhi’s home-spinning campaign


Kharagpur—a railway-dominated town in south-central West Bengal (called Khargpur by Europeans)


Krishna—Hindu god of love, also the charioteer of Arjun in Mahabharata


kedgeree—a mixture of rice, dal, and spices often served at Anglo-Indian breakfasts


kurta—a pajama tunic with drawstring waist trousers; worn in the past primarily by Muslim men


Lakshmi—Hindu goddess of wealth and abundance


lathi—stick weapon


luchi—puffed fried wheat bread


ma—a term to address one’s mother or a very young girl


mali—a gardener


mashima—aunt, especially a senior aunt, also children’s nurse; means mother’s sister or very senior female servant (can be shortened to mashi)


masho—a mashima’s husband, a warm form of address for older men


maund—an equivalent of 82.6 pounds, often used to describe weight of a large sack of rice


memsaheb—a term of address for a gentlewoman. (In parts of India outside of Bengal, saheb is spelled sahib.)


mishti doi—baked yogurt pudding


Murshidabad—a town in Bengal known for producing natural tussar silk saris with broad red borders favored by middle-aged, married women


namaskar—the Bengali version of the namaste greeting; said aloud and signified by folded hands


Napit—the barbering and nail-clipping caste


nawab—royal ruler, also called a maharajah in other areas


neem—tree with fragrant soft twigs used for cleaning teeth


paan—betel leaves that are wrapped around a filling and chewed after meals to freshen breath and serve as a psychoactive stimulant


paisa—one-penny coin. At the time of the story, four paise to one anna, sixty-four paise to a rupee.


pakora—spicy, savory fried snack


pallu—end section of sari that hangs over the shoulder or covers hair


pandit—Hindu priest; also a respectful prefix used for great leaders, such as Pandit Nehru


papadum—chickpea flour cracker bread


Parsi—a follower of Zoroastrian faith, refugees from Islamic Iran


phuchka—a street-food snack, miniature puffed breads stuffed with spiced vegetables


phuluri—Bengali vegetable fritters. Elsewhere they are called pakoras


pillau—a Bengali rice dish with Persian roots


puja—the act of worship, or religious holiday


punkah—ceiling fan


purdah—the custom of keeping women indoors away from others’ gaze, practiced by Muslims and some Hindus


quisling—a World War II–era word for traitor; inspired by the surname of the Norwegian official who assisted the Nazis in Norway


rickshaw—a two-wheeled cart that is pulled by a human running or riding a bicycle


rupee—the Indian unit of currency. During the time period of the book, forty rupees equaled one US dollar.


saheb—a term of address for a gentleman, high-ranking Indian or English


salwar kameez—a long tunic with drawstring waist trousers worn primarily by Muslim women at the time of this story. Later on, this dress was adopted by Indian women of other religions.


sari—a wrapped eight-yard-length of cloth that is a traditional Indian woman’s dress


shingara—a Bengali vegetable- or meat-stuffed pastry similar to a samosa


Shiva—the god of destruction, husband to Durga


shondesh—a Bengali milk-based sweet


Sikh—a follower of Sikhism, India’s third major religion


sleeping dictionary—the metaphor used by the Dutch and British colonialists to describe girlfriends who also taught them languages and customs


Sudra—a person belonging to one of the lower castes believed to have sprung from Lord Brahma’s legs


sweeper—a person from the caste of floor washers, toilet cleaners, and night-soil removers


tiffin—packed lunch eaten away from home, served from a tiffin box, a circular set of stacked tins with a carrying handle


tika—pigmented substance applied to forehead as symbol of Hindu blessing, usually red vermillion powder


Thakurma—paternal grandmother


tonga—a horse-drawn two-wheeled carriage with a shaded seat for passengers behind the driver’s platform


topee or sola sopee—hard-brimmed pith helmet


Urdu—language spoken by Muslims in South Asia with ties to the Persian language


Vedas—the four religious texts of Hinduism


Vishnu—Hindu god of protection


wallah—a person who sells something, like a newspaper-wallah, corn-wallah, etc.


wog—disparaging term used by colonials to refer to Asians, especially those suspected of intellectual or social ambitions


zari—gold thread embroidery for a textile
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FRAGMENT OF A LETTER FOUND BY THE ARJUN CLEANING AGENCY IN 1947 AT 22 MIDDLETON STREET
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Middleton Street, Calcutta


. . . concerning a long-running rumor that I know to be fact: your hiring of a native female as your assistant. Several colleagues have already called into question her background. The young lady may speak four languages; that is not unusual in this land of polyglots. As Mr. Pal has explained, it is highly unlikely that any upper-caste Indian would permit his daughter to work. Another on staff has ascertained that the boarding school from which your assistant claims to have matriculated does not have any record of past enrollment.


The women of Calcutta are alluring. It is easy for a man to lose his head. I recommend that you terminate this employee if, in fact, she has been hired for pay. And . . .
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BOOK ONE


JOHLPUR


Spring and Summer 1930
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Thunderous clouds loom in the sky


It’s the middle of monsoon,


I wait anxiously on the riverbank


As rain has come too soon.


Rabindranath Tagore, “Golden Boat,” (“Sonar Tori”), 1894





CHAPTER


1
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The Flower says I was born from the dust.


Kindly, kindly


Let me forget it


Let me forget it


Let me forget.


—Rabindranath Tagore, “The Flower Says,” Chandalika, 1938


JOHLPUR, WEST BENGAL, 1930


You ask for my name, the real one, and I cannot tell.


It is not for lack of effort. In a proper circumstance, the narrator must give her name. In fact, one of the first English phrases I learned was “What is your good name?”


Over the years people have called me many things. Not all of them are repeatable. But in the early days, I was always called Didi or Pom, the last being a village nickname you will not find in any book. To me, Pom sounds hard: a hand on a drum, or rain pounding on a tin roof. Both are sounds that I remember from the Bengali village where I was born: Johlpur, the Town of Water.


Pom, Didi, Pom! Those who shouted for me the most were my younger sisters, Rumi and Jhumi, twins who looked as similar as grains of rice. But what a difference between them! Rumi was the easy one: quiet and helpful. Jhumi cried more and always demanded to be carried, even when she and Rumi were big strapping girls of six. Double curses was what my grandmother Thakurma called them. But when our father, who we called Baba, was alone with us, he would sometimes say that a daughter’s birth lengthened a father’s life and that for having three strong girls he might live to one hundred.


I tell you this only so that you will understand how rich I once was.


But nobody in my family understood that those days were perfect ones. Most mornings when my mother made her prayers, she whispered her hopes for a son. If Goddess Lakshmi would bring one, my mother was willing to give her a goat. Or five rupees. Anything, for the boy everyone wanted. Then, in the spring of 1930, the flatness under Ma’s sari rounded. Thakurma and Dadu—my grandparents—were suddenly happy with everything she did, and my father sang songs every evening.


As summer came, my mother’s belly expanded to the size of a good pumpkin. I marked my tenth birthday, and we ate sweet payesh pudding to celebrate. It was the same time that the daughter of Jamidar Pratap Mukherjee, the landed aristocrat who owned all the rice fields, was studying with a foreign governess. The jamidar’s daughter had long been my object of fascination because of her lacy pastel frocks and the white-skinned doll she carried. I did not know the little girl’s name then, for we could not ask such a thing of our superiors. In my mind I called her the Princess; and that was not out of envy but amazement that another little girl could be so different.


My acquaintance with the jamidar’s household formed at the time I was about seven, old enough to walk distances carrying a bundle of homemade brooms that Ma and I sold throughout the villages. When we reached the jamidar’s estate, the ritual was always the same. A servant would call for the jamidarni to see us; she would come out with her daughter hiding behind the folds of her shining silk sari. Then our two mothers would examine the brooms: hers looking down, and mine squatting on the stone veranda, turning over each of our brooms to find her the best. The jamidarni would suggest that her sweeper didn’t really need a new broom, then my mother would counter, Jamidarni-memsaheb, the rains are coming and with them, mud! Or, if it were a few months earlier: This is a frightfully dry season, please look at the dust on your veranda; it’s a shame that your sweeper missed it. Not the woman’s fault, just the broom’s.


On our last call to the estate, my mother was heavily pregnant and could not make her usual bright banter. Perhaps because of my mother’s condition, the jamidarni gave me a gaze that seemed especially soft. This gave me the bravery to ask where the Princess was hiding herself. The jamidarni replied with a word I hadn’t heard before: school. Two Ingrej women came to the house to teach the Princess reading and writing and numbers—all in English! The Ingrej had turned a parlor into a proper schoolroom with a desk and chair and a blackboard on which they wrote with a short white stick.


“Would you like to see her?” the jamidarni asked in her gentle voice.


As I was nodding my head, Ma said no. Disappointment flooded me, but she ignored the look I gave her.


The jamidarni asked my mother why I wasn’t in school. She’d heard some village children were learning to read and write under the banyan tree behind Mitra-babu’s shop.


Then I understood what she meant by the word school, because I’d seen boys sitting in Mitra-babu’s yard, scratching with reeds on palmyra leaves. For a girl like me, there would never be time to sit under a tree; that was why Ma hadn’t wanted me to see the jamidarni’s daughter in her special room.


I said to myself that it didn’t matter; I didn’t want to be the only girl studying with those boys, and I was already doing something more important than they: I was with Ma, earning money for the family. And I didn’t need a numbers class to know how to count coins; by the age of ten, I was proud that I couldn’t be cheated. All this I wished I could say to the jamidarni, but it wasn’t my place.


Ma was murmuring something about needing my help now that a baby was coming. She placed her hand on her belly, emphasizing this, and the jamidarni pledged that she would make a special prayer for a boy. Ma smiled at this, looking as grateful as if the jamidarni had bought ten brooms. And that day, the jamidarni bought her broom without bargaining.


We did not have such luck at other places on our route. By mid-afternoon, my mother and I slowly trailed home, the heat wrapping itself around us like a scratchy woolen shawl. We were still a month from the arrival of the monsoon, and the last weeks were always the worst. By the time we were home from broom selling, I was as wet as if I’d played the Two Turtles game in the pond with Rumi and Jhumi. I knew that for my mother to carry her waiting baby during that last hot month was not only uncomfortable but also physically risky. Some women in the village had even muttered to one another that it would be a blessing if Ma lost the stone she carried, because three girls first was only likely to bring a fourth.


Everyone knew that we’d had trouble. Dadu was forced to sell the one rice paddy he owned to meet the debts of our family, and now his son, my Baba, farmed for others, receiving as payment a portion of rice. Still, we were not poor like the ragged ones living in the alleys of the village. These were the ones my mother called lost souls, and if they came for food, she still always gave something. We had potatoes and eggplants and tomatoes and greens from our own vegetable garden. Fruits beckoned from old abandoned orchards and from neighbors who did not mind sharing. To buy foodstuffs we could not grow, my mother raised a small amount from selling the brooms in summer and catching fish during rainy season. I would do all this work with her until it was time for my marriage, and then Rumi and Jhumi would do the same.


“Your face is our jewel,” Ma would say sometimes, and I would laugh and crinkle my nose in embarrassment, because I felt awkward compared to the rosebud prettiness of the twins. But I knew that of all the girls in the family, I looked the most like Ma. It might help me get a husband, especially since there was no dowry we could give. At ten, I didn’t think much about marriage, even though my mother had married at eight, moving into my grandparents’ hut to live with them and Baba when she was thirteen. I was born two years after that. Sadly, Ma’s parents died from typhoid before my annaprasan, the six-month first-rice-eating celebration of a child’s life. So I had nobody around except my two sisters, my parents, and one set of grandparents. In our village, this was a very small family.


Two nights after our final broom-selling journey, I awoke to realize that Thakurma was hovering near Ma. Baba was lighting the oil lamp. Thakurma whispered to me that my mother was going to have the baby soon, and that I should take my sisters to sleep outside and then fetch Chitra-massi, the dai who lived in Johlpur village. Thakurma reminded me to call Chitra-massi’s name four times at the door: to call her once or twice might lead her to worry that I was a nighttime ghost. I thought this was nonsense, but her door did not open until the fourth time I called. Together, Chitra-massi and I raced back to the hut, carrying her special bucket and cloths. Then Thakurma took her inside and ordered me to rest with the twins.


It was a hot night, so it should have felt easier to sleep outside. But how could any of us sleep as the minutes turned to hours and our mother’s groans evolved into a tiger’s roar? Village women flowed toward our hut like ants on the trail of a dropped piece of sweet shondesh. I knew they felt especially concerned because Ma could not go to her childhood home to give birth, since her parents had passed.


Ma’s cries grew wilder, but still the baby would not budge. Eventually Chitra-massi told my father to fetch Dr. Dasgupta from the next village. My father rode off with a neighbor in his cart; it was some hours later that they returned with the doctor. The sky was light and my mother was hardly crying at all, which made me fear for her all the more.


I watched the doctor’s black case bang against his legs as he hurried inside. What did the case hold? I did not trust doctors and their tools. If he had a knife, he could kill my mother or the baby by accident. Silently, I begged the goddess Lakshmi to watch over my mother and the baby. I was beyond wishing for a little brother; I just wanted whoever was inside to come out alive.


Morning traffic to the river was under way when new sounds broke from the hut: happy cheering and laughter. Thakurma emerged covered in sweat but with a smile as wide as the lightening sky. She told us that a little brother had been born, with big ears for listening to his sisters and lots of black curly hair. He had been locked inside of Ma, and Dr. Dasgupta had used something called forceps to free his head. She said she’d almost fainted from the sight of it, but it had worked. Ma was quite tired but wanted to see us.


My sisters and I could not get inside the hut quickly enough. The air was full of heavy smells: incense, the afterbirth, and sweat. After kissing Ma’s damp cheek, I turned to look at the new one in the family.


“Bhai,” I breathed softly. Thakurma gently lifted part of the red swaddling cloth to show his miniature boy’s face with closed-shut eyes. His skin was fair, but the sun would darken him to the same golden-brown color as me.


“Double curses wiped out by a gift from Krishna himself. We will give ten rupees to the temple!” Thakurma hugged me against her thin frame.


It didn’t matter whether Krishna or Lakshmi or any other deity was responsible, I thought while studying my brother’s wet curls plastered from the sandalwood-scented bath he’d just taken. He was so beautiful that calling him Bhai—brother—seemed too ordinary. All the other children in Johlpur called their brothers Bhai. And they had not prayed as hard for a miracle.


As I retreated back to the sleeping mats and settled between Rumi and Jhumi, I drowsed off, pondering what kind of name my grandfather would choose for my little bhai. Then another worry came: how would we ever come up with the goat Ma had promised Lakshmi and the rupees owed to both her and Krishna?


You may think such karmic debts are old-fashioned Hindu superstitions worth as much as an Englishman’s crossed fingers or thrown salt. But I have sometimes wondered whether paying those heavenly debts right away might have kept them from becoming my burden. Then I would never have left the beautiful shores of Johlpur, and I would be able to tell you my name.





CHAPTER


2
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The sea, one massed foam,


    clamors with its million up-thrust arms,


“Give! Give! Give!”


Wrathful at the delay, foaming and hissing


The aura Death grows white with mighty anger.


—Rabindranath Tagore, “Sea Waves,” (“Shindhutaranga”), 1887


After Bhai had turned six days old and had his nails clipped by the Napit woman, people stopped talking about him and thought only of the monsoon. Mitra-babu, the shop owner, said that the rains had fallen on Travancore, the province at India’s southernmost tip, and were traveling upcountry. A second monsoon wind was sweeping the Indian Ocean to break at Bengal. This was the real storm, and from the shore, one could see it coming like the most magical blackness in the world.


The day those rains came, a slow parade of tongas, cycles, rickshaws, and cars snaked along the coastal road. This spectacle of sightseers was almost as exciting as the pending monsoon. The year before, a white man sitting in the back of a big Rover had come past. The village children said he was called the Collector. When I asked Baba whether this was English for devil, as my friends had said, he laughed with a harsh sound. Baba said the Collector was the jamidar’s good friend. He worked for the government and gave the district’s harvested rice to the people in England and other countries the Ingrej owned. Does the Collector pay you, or the jamidar? I had asked. Neither, answered my father in a short, hard voice. There is no pay. Just whatever bit of rice they let us keep.


I did not see the Collector’s car today, but that did not concern me. I was more interested in the holiday makers: the well-dressed ladies who shrieked and clutched their saris that the winds tried to take from them, and the valiant husbands who struggled in vain to keep umbrellas from taking flight. I loved to see the rich people in fine clothing; to me, they were as amusing as monkeys playing games in trees.


Stillness precedes the rains: a kind of energy that holds you and everything else motionless. It was holding us then. My sisters and I went inside as the sun had slipped away behind the clouds. The hut became so dark that I had to squint to properly see the dal I was picking through. Silently, Rumi fanned the sleeping Ma and Bhai, who had a black spot drawn on his face to ward off the evil eye. Nearby, Jhumi was snuggled against Thakurma’s thick, comfortable belly.


Into this peaceful silence, a neighbor boy outside called: “Look! It comes!”


Rumi left off fanning and ran outside, while Thakurma slowly arose and took Jhumi with her to check the weather. I stayed at my job so Thakurma wouldn’t have reason to scold me. When they all returned, both sisters jumping and tugging at Thakurma’s sari, my grandmother said, “Rain is here.”


“Let’s go!” Jhumi hugged Thakurma. “You promised we could!”


The twins were desperate to see the monsoon arrive because they’d missed going the previous year. It was because they had misbehaved, snatching a rose apple that Thakurma had carefully placed at her altar to Lord Krishna. My sisters had wept while I was allowed to join the rest of the village in celebrating the rain last year. They had been five. Now they were six, but still too wild, everyone said.


“No, wait,” Thakurma said to the twins. “When Baba’s back, then you go.”


“Yes,” Ma said, sleepily awakening. “Baba will surely be finishing his job and coming home soon.”


“What if he’s late?” Jhumi asked. “What if he is so late that we miss the cloud?”


It was only midafternoon; Baba usually worked until the sun faded. He’d been very busy lately, working every day to irrigate the jamidar’s dry fields.


“You cannot go alone!” Thakurma scolded. “Your mother is staying here with Bhai, and Dadu and I are too old for the comings and goings. Yesterday somebody else shouted the rain was about to fall. And it did not!”


“I could ask what Baba thinks,” I suggested, seeing in Jhumi’s eyes a glare that could easily earn her a cuff from Thakurma. “Perhaps the overseer will let them all off before the road floods. And if Baba can’t come”—here, I turned to nod respectfully to Thakurma—“I can explain to Rumi and Jhumi and we will all wait together.”


Thakurma gave me a shooing gesture. “Yes, you go, but quickly. Before it becomes darker.”


“Wait, Pom!” Ma said suddenly. “Remember, don’t take the jungle path.”


My pleasure at being allowed out to find my father was dulled by my mother’s command to take the longer route. She had loaded me with many frightening tales about the jungle hideaways of the revolutionaries who robbed innocent country people in their efforts to raise funds for antigovernment activities. When my mother wanted me to understand something, she told a dramatic story. Thakurma did as well. Perhaps it was because they knew I paid more attention to stories than anything.


There would be no dacoits hiding in the jungle today, I was sure. When I was out of my family’s eyesight, I slipped off the main road and through a cassia grove into the jungle, where a shortcut led to the rice fields. It was not like me to break the rules, but I had a feeling the rain was very near, and I wanted to be with my father when it struck.


The narrow path through the jungle was easy to miss, but I recognized landmarks like the supari tree on which always hung a jug of rainwater for wandering holy men. I supposed that dacoits might drink from it, too; I was careful not to go near it. As I passed a small grove of papayas, I picked up a couple of freshly fallen ones and tied them in my sari’s pallu to share later with my family.


The sun was almost gone when I reached the edge of the fields where a few men raked the dull, dry earth. That group didn’t know of my father, so I walked on. I already had a few cuts on my feet that smarted as I continued on the pebbled path. The fields themselves would have been softer, but I didn’t dare trample on the precious seedlings.


The sky was darker now and slightly green. I felt an absolute quiet in the air—not a single leaf moved. Then a cool wind rushed over everything, rippling the trees, grasses, and my hair. In minutes, I imagined, the storm cloud would arrive.


As the raindrops began falling slow and thick, I hurried on, wishing I’d found my father. The next field had workers, some of whom were already dancing in the rain, but far more were still bent over, hoeing channels for the heavenly rain. This was my father’s group, but the men said he’d gone home on the longer route with several others an hour ago on the company cart.


So my father was in another place; I’d missed him. I felt my heart pound with the frustration of it. If I’d taken the main road as Ma had ordered, my father would have seen me and probably swung me up to ride along on the cart. We would have returned together. Now everyone would be waiting for me and becoming angry.


“Another cart comes through in a while.” One of the workers stretched his lips into a grin that made me feel sick. “You can ride on it with us.”


It would have been fine to ride home alongside Baba. But if Ma or Thakurma heard from anyone that I’d ridden on a cart with strange men, some of whom were Muslim, I would surely be beaten. I didn’t hesitate in my quick reply. “No, Uncle. It is not far. I will walk.”


The trip home was downhill, so it did seem faster. My feet moved so quickly I hardly felt the thorns. I opened my mouth wide, tasting the cool, fresh rain. I was not on the beach; but I was still enjoying the rain. Then I passed the papaya orchard, and from a slight rise, I was able to glimpse the thatched roofs of Johlpur and the great sea beyond. Several cars had parked on the beach, and many tiny figures ran along the sandy beachfront, arms outstretched to the massive dark cloud. As I lingered, I thought I heard some people shouting.


A great wave was rolling in: a wave so tall, so long and thick that it resembled a wall. The highest walls I knew were the stucco ones that surrounded the jamidar’s estate; this wall of water was much higher, and it bore down on the beach as I had never seen.


Everyone on the sand was running, but the wave was closing in fast. Then it rushed right over them, sweeping away the land beneath. Where was the shore? I stared hard, but all I could see now was endless water with small black specks floating.


The rain continued to fall in great cold sheets that stung. Without having seen the people reappear, I turned away and continued into the jungle. In the darkening evening, everything seemed foreign. The ground’s stones and nettles were covered with water high enough to touch my ankles, and I could not see through the trees to where I was going.


I did not let myself worry, for the path home was quick. Everyone would be waiting at the hut. I would tell them about the strange sight at the beach while Ma cleaned my cuts with mustard oil. But as I descended into the jungle’s end, everything seemed to dissolve into a giant puddle. My walking slowed, and the puddle rose to my knees. There were floods in Johlpur every year, for at least some of the rainy season—but always in the low areas and along the village road. I couldn’t remember anyone talking about floods entering the jungle.


Just a bit farther was a tall, sturdy date palm, with enough branches to get a foothold. I pushed my way through the water that had risen to my waist and pulled myself up the tree. I was attempting something I had heard my grandfather talk about doing once when he was a young man, to survive a very bad storm. I climbed as high as felt sturdy and unfurled half of my sari to tie myself into the embrace of the tree. I felt warm for a moment, remembering the way Ma tied Bhai against her body. My little brother would be frightened by this change of weather; thinking about Bhai’s fears took away my own. I remembered the papayas I’d tied in my sari and ate the first one.


I had no idea about the passing of time, for it had become dark and the rain never stopped. Despite this, I slept fitfully. When I awoke for good, the sky was a soft purple color, and the crows were crying. I couldn’t make out a break between sky and water, just an endless purple-blue. Eventually, the rain slowed to a drizzle, and the sun appeared.


I struggled to identify the clearing where our settlement of huts should have been, but it wasn’t there. All that stretched ahead was brackish water that grew steadily clearer and bluer as it met with the sea. My memory returned to the wave I’d seen, so strange and high that it might have sprung from one of Thakurma’s religious stories. The water moved slowly, carrying things past the tree where I had climbed up. Trees, branches, and roofs. Goats and donkeys and water buffalos. Even the jamidar’s silver Vauxhall, which lay sideways as it floated past.


Dead people were also part of the tide. At first I did not want to look at them, but then I knew I had to, for with every one I didn’t recognize, it meant that my family might be safe. By then I was crying, silent heaving sobs, because if the sound were audible, it would mean my mourning was real. I knew the wave had taken away the people on the beach. I knew, too, the water must have swept over the place where our hut was. But maybe not; I held fast to my belief that if I were patient, Baba would find me.


The rains came and went all day, bending the branch that had become my savior. Then the night came. I fell into a strange sort of waking dream, where every sound I heard was Baba’s firm, reassuring footstep; although I understood, in my heart, there could be no sound of walking when all the earth was covered with water.


The next morning followed the same pattern as the one before: a purple sky growing paler, then sunlight, with monkeys and crows chattering. I ate the second papaya and watched more bodies float in the water. The outside of my sari had dried into a stiff, dirty shell, but drops of water remained inside some folds. I unwound the cloth and sucked it, trying to ignore the tastes of earth and salt. Then the torture began: tree ants climbed my legs and arms and bit me in places that I couldn’t reach. I tried talking to them, explaining that I did not want to be in their home and begging them to leave me in peace. How tired my arms and legs were, but if I lost hold, I would drop to the water. I was a good swimmer, but there was no land to reach; I would be lost.


Hours later, I thought a miracle had arrived: a fishing dinghy loaded with living people. I called down to them as they approached, but the men paddled on without a glance. I hadn’t wept since the night before, but now I did. Twice more boats passed slowly, all of them overloaded with people and animals. I called to them each time with the small, rough voice I had left. Look! I’m here! Save me, please. How thirsty I was. I feared I might wither up where I was, like a dry leaf on a tree.


Then, late in the day, I spied a small fishing boat occupied by what looked like a single family: two grandparents, a man and a woman of middle age, and two young boys. The boys were pointing at some animal swimming in the water and laughing as if it were an ordinary day.


I shouted louder than I had before, and the brothers stopped laughing and looked. I could tell the children had not yet seen me. Quickly I pulled off my sari and, holding one end, flung it out like a flag. Now the children pointed at the dirty, cream-colored cloth, and to my joy, the father changed course and rowed toward me.


As the boat approached, I wrapped my sari and descended the tree that had saved me: a difficult operation because my limbs had not moved for so long. But I finally reached the water and swam the short distance to the boat. The boys’ father held out an oar that I caught.


“Thank you,” I whispered. “Thank you very much.”


“Good that you can swim,” said the father, and he gave me a small smile that made me feel safe.


“Girl, where is your family?” asked the wizened old man who was likely the family grandfather.


“I don’t know!” I said, as I clambered aboard. “We lived in Johlpur, but it is gone.”


“We’re from Komba. Our place is gone, too,” the younger boy said, sounding almost excited.


“A terribly big wave swallowed the beach,” I said as the boat moved along, passing thick mangrove forests on one side and open sea on the other. It was a landscape I knew well, but seemed alien with so many of the mangroves uprooted and leaning crazily.


“Not a wave. It was Goddess Kali’s doing,” the grandfather said in a stern way.


“We can’t give you food or drink, as there is not even enough for ourselves,” the thin grandmother told me. “But it is a sin not to help. We will take you to shore. From there you can find your people.”


“But her family is gone,” the father said.


“On land someone will help her.” The boys’ mother spoke quietly. The water had stained her white sari gray, but I could still see the thin red border. She was well-off to have a sari woven in a mill.


“Who will help?” I asked, for I was starting to understand that my old life might be over. A new wetness trickled down my cheek, and my thirsty tongue crept out to catch the salty tear.


“Boudi just told you: someone will. We have provided a ride to you; that is our duty.” The grandfather’s voice was as rough as the crows that had wakened me that first hellish morning, and I imagined that he might become tired of me and let me go overboard like the horrible debris around us.


I began an apology. “Forgive me, please. I am so grateful that you saved me—”


“Quiet!” the old man snapped.


I said naught until the next morning, when we touched land.
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How many of us have sighed for a drink of clean water, not boiled, from a clean well, removed from drains, from a clean bucket in which hands have not been washed surreptitiously, from a clean cup which has been already wiped on a clean towel (not previously used for toilet purposes), and cleaned previously in clean water, in which lurk no germs of disease!


—Margaret Beahm Denning, Mosaics from India, 1902


My eyes were dry and tired, but I kept them open as the father and grandfather climbed down into the shallows to bring the boat to land. The waters were filled with discarded logs, boards, and tires. A family of five paddled in on a simple wooden board; on closer inspection, I saw on that board a child my size lying motionless and covered with flies. Dead; but they had not let the child go.


During my journey, I had seen so many floating deathbeds and I had hoped for all of them that they would come to land and have cremation. Hindus who weren’t cremated would have their souls trapped between worlds, a fate that Thakurma told me was worse than anything. Now I had to bear the thought of my own family wandering eternally, because I had been unable to send them on to better lives.


On the walk that ran near the sea, I could see all manner of folk: wild-haired beggars, laborers, constables in crisp uniforms and hard topees, and gaunt holy men clothed in saffron robes. Later, I would know India’s greatest city like the back of my hand; but at that moment in my young life, the sight of this seaside town called Digha was as impressive as Calcutta and Delhi and Bombay put together and topped with silver leaf. For what I saw on the path along the water’s edge was food! Cauldrons of boiling chai, snack stands selling crispy delights, and piles of fruit and vegetables abounded. Everywhere was nourishment, the luxury I had been without.


First onto shore was the grandfather, who took the hand offered to him by a young man standing on the dock. Then the father went up, and the mother helped the grandmother be lifted to safety. The boys were lifted off, then the mother, and then I pulled myself up to the dock.


“I’ve been told there are several wells very close,” the father said to all of us. “I’ll bring water.”


“But what is there to carry the water in?” the grandmother grumbled.


“We have one jug,” the mother said, showing the container she had carried off the boat with her. “Let’s all walk together and drink what little bit is left. Then we will have good fresh water from the well.”


“She cannot drink from our jug,” the grandfather said, jabbing his chin toward me. “We have not come so far only to ruin ourselves.”


“Yes,” said the father. “We have done what we can for the girl. It is time to let her make her own way.”


I was confused, because they had taken me in the boat without question; but everything was different now. How had they guessed that I was low caste? At the same time I pondered this, I was also thinking about how to get a cup. The chai-wallah’s customers tossed their used clay cups to the ground; it was possible I might be able to take one that hadn’t broken.


The line at the well was long, full of the town’s regular residents and, of course, all the refugees. Nearby, in front of a tall stucco building the likes of which I’d never seen, there was a veranda shaded by an awning, and sitting at a great wooden table, surveying the scene, were two Ingrej men in suits, talking to each other in their sharp-sounding, funny language.


I’d never seen an Englishman except for the Collector, and that was not close. Now, I could see the veins in one man’s head and the extreme fairness of his skin. A child in Johlpur had been born with skin as white as rice, hair of red, and eyes a curious shade of green. Thakurma said that a demon had taken up inside him, and I wondered now if these white-skinned men were also demons.


As I fearfully looked away, my attention turned to a tea drinker who was finishing his cup of tea. Excitedly I darted forth and caught it in midair. Some people laughed, but the boys’ father shouted so loudly that my fingers slipped, and the cup smashed to the ground.


“Don’t steal!” the father chided.


“Forgive me,” I whispered in my dry-throated, painful new voice, aware of the brothers greedily drinking down the water from the jug the mother had filled since she’d finished in the well line.


“The child can have this!” A deep, warm voice spoke from somewhere behind me. I turned to discover a man in a clean, finely woven kurta and dhoti. His light skin was closely shaven and bore a trace of saffron in the center of his forehead, the sign that he was a Hindu who had recently been blessed. From his unrumpled appearance, I knew he could not have come on a boat but must have lived in the town.


“Babu, she is not our daughter. We know nothing about her caste. She will contaminate your well.” The grandfather seemed to puff up as he spoke.


“I have drawn the water myself, so there is no danger.” The man made a sign of blessing toward the father. “Surely you will be rewarded for taking care of an orphan.”


Was he a priest? I wondered. The conversation between the gentleman and the boys’ father ran along as merrily as the sound of good sweet water sloshing into urns and jugs and pails, water so close to me yet unattainable. Something in my head seemed to explode, and then my hands were cold, for the gentleman had put a cup full of water into my hands.


“Drink,” he said, and I remembered what Ma had once explained, that even though Brahmins only ate food or drink prepared by their own kind, they could give others nourishment, as this man had decided to do for me.


There are few sensations I remember more strongly than the feeling of drinking water after almost three days without it. It was pleasure mixed with agony, because my throat had become sore with dryness. The water rushed through my arid throat to my belly. Such delicious, lovely water; but the Brahmin was cautioning me to drink slowly, for taking water too fast would make me sick.


“There will be more water where we are going. Food, too. Keep hold of your cup.” Then the stranger told the father that he would like to bring me to a temple in the next province, Orissa. Normally, very few girls were selected to become temple servants; because of the floods, the priests were generously opening doors.


Johlpur was so small we had only roadside shrines for the various gods. I had heard about temples but had never been to one and certainly hadn’t known children could live inside. But the saheb was saying that girls were given food and clothing and grew up to dance and give prayers to Jagannath, a reincarnation of Lord Shiva. The saheb had been commanded by the priests to bring orphan girls coming into Digha to their temple.


As he spoke, I saw the mother’s dry lips relax from their tight line. She bent to look into my face and said, “Surely it was Lord Shiva’s doing that we came to this well just when the good saheb was arriving. You must thank him for his kindness. Go on, touch his feet.”


I did so, and then the saheb gave some coins to the father, who at first protested but finally accepted the money, raising it to his forehead in gratitude. All around us people stared and pointed their fingers, asking why they could not also receive money from the saheb.


It was a struggle for me to be bold enough to speak, but I was truly desperate. I said, “But, Saheb, if I stay in a temple, my parents will never find me!”


“If they are alive, they will surely come to the temple to pray! Many people travel to worship at Jagannath Temple. You will see.” Then the saheb wrapped his strong hand around my wrist and led me away from the father, mother, and the rest of them.


This had happened so quickly that I was frightened, but my rapid heartbeat slowed when he brought me to a food stall. Hungry people were lined up three-deep, but he shouldered his way to the front and had the vendor fill a banana leaf with rice and dal and greens. I followed his directions to take time eating. As food filled my belly, I felt sleepy with contentment. I put away my uneasiness about the man’s shifting gaze, because in truth he had been the kindest stranger I’d ever met. I could imagine Thakurma telling me to show thanks properly.


The saheb still had more for me: sweet jelebis that he bought on the next street. Now he did not need to hold my wrist. I followed him into a quiet area near some trees where he’d left his cart. There was a seat in front for the driver and, behind that, a shaded compartment where I guessed that the saheb and I would sit. As he discussed something with the driver, I roamed a few steps backward, for I was seeking a place to relieve myself. As I passed the back of the cart, I noticed the cloth cover moving as if something were alive beneath it. I heard a strange, strangled sort of noise, and peering into the gap between the cart’s side and the cloth, I saw an eye. I moved the cloth very slightly and saw the face of a girl about my age and near her, another girl’s face smeared with vomit. A rough rope tied the two girls together; and as I lifted the cloth farther, I saw more girls and a few boys all lying together, connected by ropes and with cloths tied over their mouths.


Time seemed to pass slowly, but in hindsight, I know that I made up my mind about what to do in just a few seconds. I walked away from the cart, pretending I’d not noticed anything, and when the saheb looked at me with his false friendly face, I begged him to allow me to relieve myself behind the tall trees bordering the road.


He agreed easily, but I felt his eyes following me until I had reached a thickly forested section. I moved into the dense grove, stepping as soundlessly as I could until I found a very large tree with a good covering of leaves. I climbed up, for by now I knew the trees were friends. This one would hide me, I was sure.


After some minutes, the saheb ran with his driver through the trees, shouting threats of what they would do if I didn’t come forth. Up in the tree, I was shaking so hard I feared rustling the leaves. The saheb was not good; he was an evil being. If I had not seen the tied-up children, I would be with them.


The saheb could spot me if he lifted his head. I tried to still my shaking, and my mind sent pleas to the birds to stop their chattering. But he did not look high; he passed under the tree and spent a long time angrily pulling apart branches. Eventually, the driver told him time was short, so he left. Through a gap in the tree’s leaves, I saw the saheb push the covering tightly around the living cargo and then mount the tonga bench. When the driver whipped the horses to go forward, I finally released my breath.


It has been many years since I saw those children in the cart. Now I wish I’d done something, perhaps run to find a constable and tell him about the saheb. But in those days, I’d been a low-caste young girl without a voice. Nobody would have believed me.


I crept through the alleys, keeping my eyes open for constables or anyone else who could apprehend me. I turned a corner and saw a family of miserable waifs huddled in a doorway. As terrifying as the saheb’s temple plan was, I could not picture living without a home among the lost souls. I wandered into another alley, vacant except for a large pack of mangy dogs surrounding a stamping, wild-eyed water buffalo that had been left tied to a hook. What a pretty beast she was, with big soft eyes that were set with fear. The dogs would kill her; this she seemed to know.


I felt her fear as if it were my own, but I knew the dogs were not as terrible a foe as the saheb. Even though dogs had sharp teeth, they couldn’t speak lies, and they had no hands to catch children or pay money to people to help him. Then I had an idea so daring that it frightened me. Instead of walking on, I could beat away the dogs and take the water buffalo for my own.


To take someone else’s water buffalo was stealing. There was no doubt about this, and stealing was a sin. However, to take the poor beast from the dogs was also protecting it. I had not done anything for the children in the cart. But if I saved this buffalo, she would be joyful, and she could carry me away and feed me her good milk.


I passed a bush, breaking off a long branch that I waved in front of me while I shouted in a deep boy’s voice, as if the water buffalo belonged to me. The dogs formed an ominous circle around me and barked all the while I unhitched the water buffalo. The biggest one snapped at my leg. I hit him roundly with the branch and made such a terrifying roar that he fell back. He kept up an angry bark until the water buffalo and I had rounded the corner and I found a barrel to step up on to mount her.


She waited patiently and gave a slight sigh when I was on top. She seemed happy I’d taken her. That moment, I decided we were to be friends, and she needed a name. I decided to call her Mala, a name that meant garland, for I intended to weave a garland of flowers for her neck when we were in the countryside.


The road out of Digha was simple to follow. My spirits rose at the occasional glimpses of a blue river, which meant drinking water and fish to catch. Then rain returned, so it was a great deal harder to proceed. It was evening when we finally reached the river’s edge. Mala dropped her head and drank. Hiding from the saheb, I had lost my cup, so I used half of a broken coconut shell from a nearby grove to scoop up and drink the cold water that tasted of grit.


The moon rose as I brought Mala to graze on weeds and looked around for something for myself. Close to the water’s edge, I came upon some snails. Just as I’d done at home, I smashed the shells and pulled them out. There was no cooking fire, so I ate them as they were.


So this was how one day passed, and another. Each morning I milked Mala, squirting her milk into one coconut shell half, drinking it, and then filling it up again with more of her milk. I got the idea that if only I had a pail, I could make a living as a milkmaid; so I kept my eye out for anyone who might have one to give me, in exchange for free milk for some time. All these ideas I spoke aloud to Mala, just as I told her about my family: how I loved them and the terrible guilt I felt for going away and leaving them to the flood. As I spoke, I sensed that Mala was treading more slowly, as if she needed a good rest or food and water.


We plodded along, passing by fields of maize and mustard greens. I saw a peddler and called out to him, asking him if he had a milk pail. But he said all his containers were sold because of the cyclone that had struck the coast. And he said I should go home, that it was not safe for a girl to be riding about on an animal that looked as if it might collapse any minute.


I kicked Mala’s sides a bit harder to see if she might move faster for me. There were sharp pains in my stomach, no doubt from hunger, and my head was throbbing. At the river again for supper, I watered Mala and gave her ferns, which I ate, too, along with the few snails I found. I remembered the garland I’d promised to make her, but I was too tired.


Mala chewed up the ferns happily, so I thought she would do well when we set off again. But in my position atop her jouncing back, my stomach was becoming unsettled, and I was struck by unusual thirst. I dismounted and scooped some river water into a shell for drinking, but that only made me feel worse.


On the damp earth, I crouched weakly while everything inside me rushed out. And then, as I struggled to stand, I felt a second rush of sickness, and I knew I’d shamed myself. With supreme effort, I raised my head and saw Mala slowly ambling alone toward the river.


Don’t leave me, I begged her silently. If she did, there would be only vultures to take my body away. I lay where I was, because my legs weren’t working anymore. After a while, though, I felt Mala nuzzling my back. Using every last bit of strength, I tugged until she lowered herself to the ground; and then I clung to her until she arose. I could guess from her flaring nostrils that she smelled my sickly odor. But she was a good friend and carried me until I slept with terrible dreams.


I was in the boat with the family again, but this time the grandfather pushed me over the side into the contaminated sea. I came up gasping for air and swam all the way to a cool green pool. There I saw Thakurma’s familiar rough khadi sari trailing in the water, but when I reached out, I was wound in it so tightly I knew I would drown. Against my grandmother’s pleas for me to remain, I struggled upward until hands reached down to grab me. And then I was no longer in water but lying on something hard that felt like the back of a cart. I had no strength to run away. All I could do was roll back and forth in agony, knowing that my brief fantasy of a free life was lost.
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There was a bird in a cage of gold,


another free in the woods.


One knoweth not what whim of God


Brought the two together of a day.


‘O, my friend in the cage,’ said the bird in the woods,


‘Let’s fly away to the woods.’


‘Let us live quietly in the cage,’


rejoined the bird in the cage.


Rabindranath Tagore, “Two Birds,” (“Dui Pakhi”), 1894
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MEMSAHIB, S. This singular example of a hybrid term is the usual respectful designation of a European married lady in the Bengal Presidency; the first portion representing ma’am. Madam Sahib is used at Bombay; Doresani (see DORAY) in Madras. (See also BURRA BEEBEE.)


—Sir Henry Yule and Arthur Coke Burnell, Hobson-Jobson: A Glossary of Colloquial Anglo-Indian Words and Phrases, 1886


I floated between two worlds: the alluring, cool pond where my family swam and the hard, hot cart. Leaning over the cart was a colorless woman with a huge hat and all around me were children who had been turned into boxes. Then I was in the water again and saw my sisters and brother swimming by, their hair spreading around them like the petals of lotus flowers. Thakurma and Dadu floated past on their backs, their homespun clothing drifting downward. Ma was closest, treading water beside me, beseeching me to open my mouth and drink, and when I did, the water tasted cold and sweet, as if it came from our clay jug at home. But my father was swimming away and calling the others to join him. I begged him to come back for me, but my father turned once to look with loving eyes, and then he swam on.


Bright light pierced the water, and I awoke. I lay on a cot covered with white cloth. A European stood over me; his head was bare and sun mottled, with a small amount of reddish fur around the sides. The man shook at a short glass stick, held it close to his gold-rimmed spectacles, and then put it underneath my arm. My arm was not free but had a long soft tube going into it; the whole thing was attached to a bag of liquid that hung on a metal stand. The man had caught me and was giving me poison!


Then two Indian women came to the Ingrej demon’s side. They wore peaked caps and pale blue cotton dresses with long sleeves and high necks. I was so caught up in staring at them that the glass stick fell out. Both ladies exclaimed. The stout, sterner one tucked the stick back in place, telling me firmly not to let it move again. Then the thin one said that I’d been found near the river ten miles away, sick with cholera. I was brought to them by a man who’d found me hanging upside down on a wandering bull.


“My water buffalo! Where is she?” I felt worse at the thought of this loss.


“The man who rescued you, Abbas-chacha, tied her to the side of his tonga and brought her back to the school where he works.” The thin lady stroked my forehead. “They will care for the animal there until you can return with it to your family. They must be worried.”


“No, they aren’t worried. They are dead.” Overhead, a giant fan whirled, moving air that smelled like medicine. If only the fan could move away all that had happened, send me back on a gentle wind to my family.


The white man joined the conversation, speaking in his own language to the nurses and then to me in slow, peculiar-sounding Bengali. I learned that his name was Dr. Andrews and the stout lady was called Nurse Das and the more sympathetic one was Nurse Gopal. Dr. Andrews listened to what the nurses told him about me and then said he thought my family members were victims of a tidal wave that had swept southern Bengal.


Over the next few days, I took only water and cooked egg whites until Dr. Andrews deemed me strong enough for boiled milk, rice, and dal, which tasted like a feast, just as the clean cot I lay on felt like a goddess’s cradle. I slept for a long time each night, and when I awoke, I talked with the other patients who were interested in conversation. I was intent on not thinking about what had happened to me and what I’d lost.


After five days, I was walking and had become, as Nurse Das said, a healthy girl needing occupation. Dr. Andrews must have noticed, too, for I was told he wished to speak with me in his office. As I waited, standing just inside the door, my attention went to his desk, which held a very thick book with many pages. I had seen him looking at it before, and now that I was alone, my fingers itched to open its leather cover and turn the pages.


“Hello, Child,” he said from behind me. This was what he called me and every other young person, because there were so many of us in the hospital.


“Hello, Doctor-saheb.” I ducked my head in respect, hoping that I’d not been called in because I’d done something wrong.


“You are looking at Dr. Osler’s book,” he said, nodding toward the large book at the table. “It’s the doctors’ bible.”


I had heard that word before but wasn’t quite sure what it was. “Is it your holy book?”


“Almost.” A half smile stretched his faded face. “The book describes illnesses and their treatments, for instance, the cholera Asiatica that you caught. If I did not have this book to turn to, I would not know all the different ways to help.”


The doctor was now speaking a mix of Bengali and English that was hard for me to entirely understand, but I listened carefully, nodding all the while.


“The nurses say you cannot read or write.”


“That is true, but I want to learn.” Perhaps because I spoke so much to everyone and had learned a few English words, he might have expected more from me. This made me ashamed.


“I wish that for you, too, but what can be done? The collector from your locality says your village was destroyed. Your family has not reappeared anywhere. I cannot send you back.” As he spoke, he looked at the small board the nurses often carried. “It was suggested by Nurse Das that you be placed in a family seeking a bride. I don’t like child marriage. However, you have no skills to earn a living.”


How ignorant this doctor was: not knowing that children younger than me pulled weeds and herded cows. “If I have a tin pail, I can sell my water buffalo’s milk. Then nobody needs to care for me.”


“The water buffalo is currently stabled at the Lockwood School. But even if you had her, the countryside is not a safe place for a child to stay alone.”


“May I work here?” The tremble in my voice was real, for I was afraid of leaving the place that had brought me back to life. Despite its strong smells and the anguished cries of patients, it felt like a second home.


“We require education for our nurses and even their assistants.” He paused. “Perhaps that school would take you as a servant.”


There it was: that word, school. I’d heard it a lifetime ago from the jamidarni’s pink lips, a promise of something I never thought I could have. I looked at the book on the doctor’s desk. If I was in a school, I could learn to read books. To be like Nurse Gopal, who always had a novel in her pocket, or the Princess.


“Would you go?” the doctor asked.


“Mala is still there? Alive?” I knew Ingrej ate cows, which meant there was a chance they ate water buffalos, too. I could not bear to arrive and find her gone.


He looked at me sternly. “Of course she is, but you must not use her to run away. If you do, Miss Jamison will be so angry she may never again help our patients. She is the headmistress and regularly brings us supplies. We are very grateful.”


“Yes, Doctor-saheb,” I said, though I was suddenly uneasy. A white devil woman had loomed over my feverish dreams. Would Miss Jamison look like her?
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I’D ARRIVED AT the Keshiari Mission Hospital in a bedraggled scrap of a khadi sari, but I left in an English frock. The garment came from one of the boxes of donated clothes that had been packed closely around me in the tonga. The frock Nurse Gopal chose reached almost to my ankles, which she said was good because I would grow into it. It was a faded blue color like the midday sky, and some of the buttons for closing up the back were gone. I knew not to complain, but I did not like the idea of anyone seeing my skin.


Knickers were also provided by the Lockwood School charity. I was quite puzzled until Nurse Gopal explained the thigh-covering pants were to be worn under the frock and not shown to anybody. I was to wash them each night. As she helped me into my garments, she grumbled about the missing buttons. She vanished for a minute, then came back with a needle and two buttons. They were not the same color as the ones on the frock, but they were the right size for closing the gap that had left part of my back bare.


“I won’t ever be able to put on this dress without you,” I mumbled as she began working on the back of my dress. “I wish I could stay.”


Nurse Gopal turned me around so I could see her gentle expression. She said, “Pom, you are very lucky! For Doctor-saheb to convince the school to take you as a servant was a great thing for him to do. And Miss Jamison’s school is the finest in the area.”


“But her face . . .” When Miss Jamison had arrived an hour earlier, I recognized the wide solar topee with a mosquito-netting veil. When she removed it, I saw a long pale face wrinkled like old fruit. She was the being from my nightmare. After she looked me over with strange green eyes, she said something to the doctor that I didn’t understand, but it sounded unfriendly.


“She looks that way because she is a serious woman. She rules over many teachers, and she teaches religion, too.” Nurse Gopal finished securing one button and started on the next.


“Oh! Is she a priest?” I had wondered about the plain beige dress that went down to the bottoms of her thick calves.


“No. The Ingrej will call her headmistress, but you will call her Burra-memsaheb.” Nurse Gopal’s words came fast, and her hold on my dress tightened. “She is the leader of the school. If you are obedient and work hard, they may keep you for quite some time. It is a blessing.”


“Please don’t leave me!” I said, sensing from the nurse’s fast stitching that I would soon be properly dressed and gone.


She snapped off the thread, knotted it, and turned me around. “I must. I am needed on the ward.”


As Nurse Gopal hurried off, I saw that two buttons were gone from her apron’s waistband: the buttons she had given up for me. I knew I should call out thanks, but I was afraid that if I opened my mouth, I would weep. So I stayed silent instead.
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I NEVER HAD sat next to a man other than my father, so I was anxious when the driver called Abbas indicated I should join him on the front driver’s bench of the tonga. The burra-memsaheb, Miss Jamison, was already comfortably settled behind us on her own seat that had a cushion. Overhead, a cloth awning shielded her from sun and rain.


“Indians stay together, Ingrej in the back. It is the way, Beti,” Abbas said in Bengali. I climbed up, trying not to look at Nurse Gopal standing outside watching after me, lest I cry. I found that Abbas had placed three brass tiffin boxes between us, making a small sort of barrier. He told me it was my job to keep these boxes safe. I was glad to have something to do and kept my hands on them.


Abbas was about my baba’s age, but a little bit plump. He wore a long cotton kurta that strained against his belly, pajama trousers of the same color, and a small crocheted cap. I knew that this clothing meant he was Muslim, another reason I should not have been sitting beside him. But the nurses had told me that he saved my life, and he had already called me daughter.


“Abbas-chacha, I must thank you for what you did.” Consciously, I used the Muslim honorific for uncle, because what he had done made him much more to me than a stranger.


“I was only following Allah’s command.” Abbas had a warm voice, and the skin around his eyes crinkled as he smiled at me. “Every life has value; it was my duty to stop. Normally, we would not have been driving that way. We changed our route because of puja celebrations happening in some villages that day. The memsaheb does not like to see such things.”


“I thank your Allah then.” I paused, wanting to say more. “But also you for listening to him.”


Abbas raised his eyebrows and said softly, “Once you learn English, the burra-memsaheb is the one who needs proper thanking. It was only with her agreement that I could carry you to hospital.”


I glanced behind and saw that the strange Englishwoman was reading a book. She could have left me to die but had not. I turned back to Abbas and whispered, “I will always be afraid to speak to her!”


“They will like you at Lockwood School then,” Abbas-chacha said in a joking way. “Quiet is the rule. Don’t ask about your pay; for young ones like you, Miss Rachael keeps it safe. It is only a few rupees each month, anyway.”


Not ever having held a coin as valuable as one rupee, this news did not disturb me. But something else did. “Do you stay at the school?”


“No, I live in town with my wife.”


“And how many children?” He struck me as being a very funny, kind father. Different from my own, but probably just as good.


He shook his head. “My wife is a good woman, but we were cursed—we have no offspring. We live alone!”


“Oh,” I said, unable to imagine this. “Nurse Gopal said many of the girls sleep at the school. Have they lost their homes, too?”


“Not at all. They are Europeans,” he said, and at my blank expression, he laughed. “Ingrej and children from other countries are called Europeans. They often fall sick in Bengal; this school was built one hundred years earlier because it is on high ground believed to have better air.” He was describing the countries in a place called Europe that the foreigners came from when Miss Jamison’s low, grumbling voice came from behind.


“Yes, yes, Burra-memsaheb!” Abbas switched to English and his pitch became higher, and he began bobbing his head as the headmistress continued in her address. He answered her in that high, falsely happy voice after a bit; I could not understand any of it except for the name I’d told him, Pom. The burra-memsaheb spoke again, and then Abbas told her “Yes, yes!” and returned his gaze forward.


The horses picked up speed with a flick of his reins. Under his breath he said to me, “She says your name is too strange. From now on you shall be Sarah. She wants me to tell you it is a good woman’s name from the Christian holy book.”


“Say-ruh.” I pronounced the strange, sharp-sounding name the way Abbas had done and repeated it to myself silently for the next several miles. I should have minded losing my name, but the thought of getting a fresh name to go with my new clothing seemed fitting.


We made a stop in some hours’ time for lunch, and it turned out each one of us had our very own tiffin box. After that, there was more driving. There were fewer rice paddies here than in Johlpur, and many more fields of grain. At last, the land changed a little, with some villages and a big road leading to a town called Midnapore. But we turned off in a different direction, up a long, slowly rising hill.


“A sign for the school.” Abbas pointed to some English letters printed on a white board. Below it were two crossed strips of wood painted gold that he said was the symbol of their religion. I looked at the cross, trying to quell the rapid beating of my heart. We were here, and the wide, tall building ahead was like nothing I’d ever seen before: built not of mud or wood but something entirely foreign.


“The school is built of bricks.” Abbas-chacha seemed to sense my unspoken question. “They are strong enough to resist wind and rain and everything else. The Ingrej sometimes call a person a brick; he is one with a determined, hardworking manner who does not complain.”


I nodded, understanding why he was telling me this. It was how I should behave.


Two bearers in green costumes stood in front of the school’s grand sculpted brass doors. Then two Ingrej girls stepped out the front door toward us. They are here to meet me, I thought with some excitement, but their eyes slid past as if Abbas and I weren’t present.


“Oh, Miss Jamison,” the tallest girl called out, waving a book in her hand. Then she spewed many more English words I couldn’t understand. I stared at her face and that of her companion: not colorless like Miss Jamison’s but a bright pink. Both girls wore neckties like Englishmen with white blouses and dark green skirts almost as long as Miss Jamison’s. Their legs were shielded by thick gray stockings, and their feet were covered in heavy black shoes that tied with laces. I curled my toes, feeling self-conscious about my rough bare feet.


The bearers came forward to help Miss Jamison off the tonga, and then she went inside with the girls. I stayed on the cart bench as Abbas drove us around the school building and past a large garden bordered by square hedges. Inside the hedges were round clipped bushes of flowers; a thin old man moved between the plants, pouring water over them. Beyond the flower garden lay a field of short grass; horses were skipping around it with girls dressed in men’s trousers and jackets riding on top.


Abbas drove the tonga straight into an open building where there were other horses, carts, and carriages. A group of men who had been lounging inside the darkness came forward to detach the horses from the cart’s harness. As two workers led the horses off for a drink, Abbas introduced me to everyone as the new house girl, Sarah.


“Hindu or Muslim?” one of the stable hands asked, looking me up and down.


“Christian,” Abbas said quickly. “Come, Little Sarah, I will show you the animal you have been missing.”


“Am I really to be Christian?” I whispered to Abbas as he walked me deeper into the stable, away from the crowd of stable hands.


“Miss Jamison wants you to convert. Not having parents to speak up, you have no choice.”


My body stiffened at this. Changing a name was one thing, but changing religion was quite different. It didn’t seem safe. Where would I go after death if there were no chance for reincarnation?


“Christians are favored here, Beti.” Abbas was whispering in the same reassuring way he had during the tonga journey, but his eyes weren’t smiling. “Miss Rachael, the housekeeper, is Christian. She will treat you better if she thinks you are like her.”


“But I cannot be Christian. I don’t know their gods’ names except for Mary and Jesus, and I know nothing of the prayers!” And what of my beloved Goddess Lakshmi or Thakurma’s favorite, Lord Krishna? Goddess Durga, Lord Shiva . . . I resolved never to forget these holy friends, no matter what the Burra-memsaheb or Miss Rachael wanted. I would not speak their names aloud, but I would keep them in my heart.


“You will learn those prayers.” Abbas beckoned me forward. “Come see your old friend.”


I recognized Mala’s sweet brown face peering out from the midst of other buffalos and cows and hurried forward to greet her. Where pointy ribs had stuck out before, there was a smooth layer of fat. As I reached my arms toward her, the new, healthy Mala stamped, forcing me to step back. She bent her head and continued eating, not giving me a second glance.


I was taken aback, for Mala seemed to have forgotten how I’d rescued her from the dogs and fed and watered and milked her during our long journey together. I had become as invisible to her as I’d been to the English girls. And this lonely bit of knowledge gathered so quickly upon my arrival turned out to be an accurate prediction of how the next three years at Lockwood School would pass.
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VOUCHSAFE: 1. To confer or bestow (some thing, favour, or benefit) on a person. 2. To give, grant, or bestow in a gracious or condescending manner.


—Oxford English Dictionary, Vol. 12, 1933


In no time at all, I lost track of the traditional Bengali seasons. A year was divided into three academic terms, and that was how I thought of things: whether the girls were almost to Christmas holiday or summer leave or October’s puja days. But while Lockwood students were promoted to a higher standard each year, things did not change for me, even though it was 1933, and I was thirteen years old.


I spent the early mornings bringing bed tea to sleepy teachers housed in their private rooms off a long red oxide corridor. It rattled my nerves, even after all this time, to be the first each morning to enter these bedchambers with their exotic furniture—tables designed just for one person to sit and write; wooden cases filled with books and papers; and a tall, netting-draped bed that belonged to a memsaheb who expected morning service of tea and biscuits her own particular way, without fail each morning. After delivering the teachers their bed tea, it was time to set up the dining hall. I did this for each meal and afterward washed the room clean. Times in between were spent dusting, polishing, and cleaning other parts of the school, depending on Miss Rachael’s wishes.


Abbas had warned me that Burra-memsaheb Jamison was the most important person at Lockwood, but I did not see her nearly as much as Miss Rachael: a tall, strong Christian woman with skin like copper who wore a sari in the same green as the school uniform, which was mill-woven with a fine border of white. The directress of housekeeping seemed older than my ma but younger than Thakurma. The other servants said she was married to a man who worked as a driver in Calcutta, but had never had any children. Because of this, and my Christian conversion, Abbas thought she might take a liking to me.


He was wrong. From the moment she’d received me, there was never a smile or laugh, only criticism. Miss Rachael sang at Sunday services in a tuneless shout that reminded me of the way she called after me in the school hallways. Sarah, get here now. Fans are dirty. You missed a dead cricket near English classroom. Pick up your feet, close your mouth!


Miss Rachael was the one who decided I shouldn’t sleep with the other servant families in their huts but on a mat in a tiny lean-to occupied by Jyoti-ma, the old widow in charge of collecting and washing all the students’ and teachers’ used sanitary cloths. Jyoti-ma snored, groaned, and coughed in her sleep, but I didn’t mind; it made me feel safe on dark nights.


Jyoti-ma was able to kill mice without even needing a candle to see them. She was also the one who helped me on the morning I awoke to find blood on my thighs. I was twelve, but with no understanding at all of what was happening. Jyoti-ma taught me how to tie long cloths around my middle and gave me an old bucket that I could use for soaking them. Of course I washed the cloths myself, as I did my dress, with water gathered from the courtyard pump.


I had shot up like bamboo just before my first bleeding, and after that, my breasts kept growing. My blue dress that once grazed my calves had become indecently short in length and tight across the chest. When the male staff began teasing me about it, Miss Rachael replaced the blue dress with a gray one from the charity collection. I was glad, because I wanted to look respectable for the one job at Lockwood I thoroughly enjoyed: moving the punkah in Miss Claire Richmond’s classroom.


I had become a fan puller whenever the electrical generator at Lockwood broke down. The first time the electric fans stopped and lights went dark, Miss Rachael shouted for me to go into Miss Richmond’s classroom. Her room was part of the oldest section of the building, with wooden fan blades attached all the way across the ceiling. These blades shifted back and forth, moved by the power of a servant sitting in the back with a cord tied to her foot. I enjoyed being in the back of the room, lazily moving my foot back and forth and observing pretty Miss Richmond, who gave her students real smiles and spoke in an accent as rich as her orange-gold hair.


The first six months I was utterly confused about the meaning of her speech. But as time went on, her vocabulary flowed into my brain without need for translation, and with my finger touching my dress, I traced the same words she wrote on the blackboard. And then I was reading: first the books for the littlest ones and then the Just So Stories of Rudyard Kipling, followed by Treasure Island and A Little Princess. Miss Richmond maintained a side shelf for borrowing what she termed pleasure reading; almost every evening I sneaked one of these to the lean-to and brought it back in the morning before classes had begun. When I came across an unknown word, I memorized its spelling and investigated later in Miss Richmond’s Oxford English Dictionary. As I continued to study, I felt secretly rich: for each word I learned was something that could never be taken away.


I wanted to speak English, too. The Irish and English and Australians and Anglo-Indians all spoke slightly different-sounding variations of it; with so much confusion, I chose to pattern my English after Miss Richmond, the only English person I admired. In the back of her room, I whispered along with her; when I visited Abbas, who was cleaning and polishing the tongas in the evening, I repeated those phrases more loudly. He encouraged me with praise and small gifts, such as pencils and paper. However, he warned me to practice where the other servants would not see or overhear, for they could become jealous. As a result, after three long years at Lockwood, I could speak and read English. Yet very few knew.


I had grown accustomed to an almost-invisible existence until the day that changed everything. It was at the end of morning lessons in late spring of 1934, and although the electric generator had begun working again, I’d lingered in my fan-pulling corner to hear a few more sentences from A Room of One’s Own, by Virginia Woolf. Then Miss Richmond raised a discussion about whether young women living in a crowded school might like occasional solitude. If I had been one of her students, I would have raised my hand to say that any person could build a room of her own in her mind, just as I had an imaginary cupboard where I kept Thakurma’s and Ma’s stories to comfort me. And then, like a voice from that cupboard of childhood dreams, I heard a girl’s voice say: “Aey, Broom Girl. Aey!”


The voice was not inside my head but somewhere nearby. I jerked my head up, thinking I must have been daydreaming. But then I saw the new Indian student who’d arrived the previous week: a pretty, plump girl with untidy black braids. I was confused again, for how could anyone know that I’d once sold brooms?


“You don’t remember me,” she said in Bengali, and the disappointment in her voice gave me the courage to look again. In a flash, I recognized the long-lashed eyes that had watched me years ago from a veranda in the countryside near Johlpur. It seemed unbelievable, but this new student might be the jamidar’s little princess daughter.


“When I was younger, I sold brooms. Did you know my mother and me?” My tongue curled at the unfamiliar feeling of our shared old dialect.


“Yes, certainly. You came to my house when we were very little girls.” She spoke in a manner that fit her high caste—but without impatience or anger.


“I called you Princess. I remember your frocks,” I blurted.


“Yes, I liked them much better than what I’m wearing now.” She flicked her stiff green school skirt. “My name is Bidushi. Bidushi Mukherjee. What is yours?”


It was unusual for someone high up to declare her name to a servant. But she was looking at me in a kind way, so I mumbled my new first name, Sarah. How I hated it; but I understood that it was just one of many changes I’d had to make to live under the protection of Lockwood School.
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