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1947

Our train hurtled past a gold-spangled woman in a mango sari, regal even as she sat in the dirt, patting cow dung into disks for cooking fuel. A sweep of black hair obscured her face and she did not look up as the passing train shook the ground under her bare feet. We barreled past one crumbling, sun-scorched village after another, and the farther we got from Delhi the more animals we saw trudging alongside the endless swarm of people—arrogant camels, humpbacked cows, bullock-drawn carts, goats and monkeys, and suicidal dogs. The people walked slowly, balancing vessels on their heads and bundles on their backs, and I stared like a rude tourist, vaguely ashamed of my rubbernecking—they were just ordinary people, going about their lives, and I sure as hell wouldn’t like someone staring at me, at home in Chicago, as if I were some bizarre creature on exhibit—but I couldn’t look away.

The train stopped for a cow on the tracks, and a suppurating leper hobbled up to our window, holding out a fingerless hand. My husband, Martin, passed a coin out the window while I distracted Billy with an impromptu rib-tickle. I blocked his view of the leper with my back to the window and smiled gamely as he pulled up his little knees and folded in on himself, giggling. “No fair,” he gasped. “You didn’t warn me.”

“Warn you?” I wiggled two fingers in his soft armpit and he squealed. “Warn you?” I said. “Where’s the fun in that?” We wrestled merrily until, minutes later, the train ground to life and we pulled away, leaving the leper behind, salaaming in his gray rags.

Last year, early in 1946, Senator Fulbright had announced an award program for graduate students to study abroad, and Martin, a historian writing his Ph.D. thesis on the politics of modern India, won a scholarship to document the end of the British Raj. We arrived in Delhi at the end of March in 1947, about a year before the British were scheduled to depart India forever. After more than two hundred years of the Raj, the Empire had been faced down by a skinny little man in a loincloth named Gandhi and the Brits were finally packing it in. However, before they left they would draw new borders, arbitrary lines to partition the country between Hindus and Muslims, and a new nation called Pakistan would be born. Heady stuff for a historian.

Of course I appreciated the noble purpose behind the Fulbright—fostering a global community—and understood the seriousness of partition, but I had secretly dreamed about six months of moonlit scenes from The Arabian Nights. I was intoxicated by the prospect of romance and adventure and a new beginning for Martin and me, which is why I was not prepared for the grim reality of poverty, dung fires, and lepers—in the twentieth century?

Still, I didn’t regret coming along; I wanted to see the pageant that is Hindustan and to ferret out the mystery of her resilience. I wanted to know how India had managed to hold on to her identity despite a continuous stream of foreign conquerors slogging through her jungles and over her mountains, bringing their new gods and new rules, often setting up shop for centuries at a time. Martin and I hadn’t been able to hold on to the “us” in our marriage after one stint in one war.

I stared out of the open window, studying everything from behind my new sunglasses, tortoiseshell plastic frames with bottle-green lenses. Martin wore his regular glasses, which left him squinting in the savage Indian sun, but he said he didn’t mind; he didn’t even wear a hat, which I thought foolish, but he was stubborn about it. My dark-green lenses and my wide-brimmed, straw topee gave me a sense of protection, and I wore them everywhere.

We passed pink Hindu temples and white marble mosques, and I raised my new Kodak Brownie camera up to the window often, but didn’t see any hints of the ancient tension simmering between Hindus and Muslims—not yet—only the impression that everyone was struggling to survive. We passed mud-hut villages, inexplicable piles of abandoned bricks, shelters made from tarps draped haphazardly over bamboo poles, and fields of millet stretching away into mist.

The air smelled like smoke tinged with sweat and spices, and when gritty dust invaded our compartment, I closed the window, brought out the hairbrush, washcloth, and diluted rubbing alcohol that I carried in my hand baggage and went to work on Billy. He sat patiently as I whisked his clothes, wiped his face, and brushed his blond hair till it shone. By then the poor child had gotten used to my neurotic need for cleanliness, and if you understand the lunatic nuances involved in keeping up appearances you’ll understand why I spent an insane amount of time fighting dust and dirt in India.

I caught the madness from Martin. He had come home from the war in Germany obsessed with a need for calm and order, and by the time we had dragged ourselves halfway around the world to that untidy subcontinent I was cleaning compulsively, drowning confusion in soapy water, purging discontent with bleach and abrasive cleansers. When we arrived in Delhi, I shook out the bed linen on the tiny balcony of our hotel room before I let my weary husband and child go to sleep. In the narrow lanes of Old Delhi, crammed with people and rickshaws and wandering cows, I pinched my nose against the smell of garbage and urine and insisted Martin take us back to the hotel, where I checked under the bed and in the corners for spiders. Found a couple and smashed them flat—so much for karma.

When we boarded the train to go north, I wiped down the seats in our compartment with my ever-ready washcloth before I let Martin or Billy sit. Martin gave me a look that said, “Now you’re being ridiculous.” But the tyranny of obsession is absolute and will not be reasoned with. At every stop, chai-wallahs, water bearers, and food vendors leaped onto the train and sped through the carriages hawking biscuits, tea, palm juice, dhal, pakoras, and chapatis, and I recoiled from them, keeping a protective arm around Billy while shooting a warning look at Martin.

At the first few stops, mingled smells of grease and sweat saturated the sweltering air and made the food unappealing. But after several hours without eating, Martin suggested we try a few snacks. I quickly produced the hotel sandwiches I’d packed in Delhi and handed him one, agreeing only to buy three cups of masala chai—gorgeous, creamy tea infused with cloves and cardamom—because I knew it had been boiled. I ate my bacon sandwich and drank my tea, feeling safe and insulated—I would observe and understand India without India actually touching me. But, munching away and looking out the window, my heart beat faster at the sight of an elephant lumbering on the horizon. A mahout, straddling the massive neck, urged the animal along with his bare heels, and I watched, strangely exhilarated, until they disappeared in a trail of red dust.

Billy watched women walking along the side of the road with brass pots balanced on their heads and men bent double under enormous loads of grain. Often, ragged children straggled behind, looking thin and exhausted. Quietly, he asked, “Are those poor people, Mom?”

“Well, they’re not rich.”

“Shouldn’t we help them?”

“There are too many of them, sweetie.”

He nodded and stared out the window.

On our first day in Masoorla I threw open the blue shutters of our rented bungalow, beat the hell out of the dhurrie rugs, and polished all the scarred old furniture. I went over every inch of the old, two-bedroom house with carbolic soap and used a quart of Jeyes cleaning fluid in the bathroom. Martin said I should get a sweeper to do it, but how could I trust a woman who spent half her time up to her elbows in cow dung to clean my house? Anyway, I wanted to do it. I didn’t know how to fix my marriage, but I knew how to clean. Denial is the first refuge of the frightened, and it is possible to distract oneself by scrubbing, organizing, and covering smells of curry and dung with disinfectant. It works—for a while.

When I found the hidden letters, I had just finished an assault on the kitchen window. I squeezed out the sponge and stood back, squinting with a critical eye. A yellow sari converted to curtains framed the blue sky and distant Himalayan peaks, which were now clearly visible through the spotless window, but the late-afternoon sun spotlighted a dirty brick wall behind the old English cooker. The red brick had been blackened by a century of oily cooking smoke and, just like that, I decided to roll up my sleeves and give it a good scrub. Rashmi, our ayah, deigned to wipe off a table or sweep the floor with a bunch of acacia branches, but I would never ask her to tackle a soot-encrusted wall. A job like that fell well beneath her caste, and she would have quit on the spot.

The university chose that bungalow for us because it had an attached kitchen instead of the usual cookhouse out back. I liked the place as soon as I walked into the little compound full of tangled grass and pipal trees with creepers twisting around their trunks. A low mud-brick wall, overgrown with Himalayan mimosa, circled our compound with its hundred-year-old bungalow and vine-clad verandah, and an old sandalwood tree, with long oval leaves and pregnant red pods, presided over the front of the house. Everything had a weathered, well-used look, and I wondered how many lives had been lived there.

Off to one side of the house, a path bordered by scrappy boxwood led to the godowns for the servants, a dilapidated row of huts, far more of them than we would ever need for our small staff. At the far end of the godowns a derelict stable nestled in a grove of deodars, and Martin talked about using it to park our car during the monsoon. Martin had bought a battered and faded red Packard convertible, which had been new and snazzy in 1935 but had seen twelve monsoons and too many seasons of neglect. Still, the jalopy ran, I had a bicycle, Billy had his red Radio Flyer wagon, and that’s all we needed.

The remains of the old cookhouse still stood around back, listing under a neem tree, a bare little shack with a dirt floor, one sagging shelf, and a square of mud bricks with a hole in the center for wood or coal. Indians didn’t cook inside colonial houses—a fire precaution and some complicated rules having to do with religion or caste—and it must have been some very unconventional colonials who decided to attach a kitchen to the main house and install a cooker, bless their hearts.

I hired our servants myself, choosing from a virtual army that lined up for interview. They presented their chits—references—and since most of them couldn’t read English they didn’t realize that the bogus chits they had bought in the bazaar might be signed by Queen Victoria, Winston Churchill, or Punch and Judy. The only chit I could be absolutely sure was authentic said, “This is the laziest cook in all India. He strains the milk through his dhoti and he will rob you blind.”

In the end we had a scandalously small staff—a cook, an ayah, and a dhobi who picked up our laundry once a week in silent anonymity. At first, we’d also had a gardener, a sweeper, and a bearer—a more typical arrangement—but that many servants made me feel superfluous.

I particularly disliked having a bearer, a sort of majordomo who trailed around after me, doing my bidding or passing my orders on to the other servants. I felt helpless as a caricature of a nineteenth-century memsahib, swooning on a daybed. Our bearer had been trained in British households and would wake Martin and me in the morning with a tradition called “bed tea.” The first time I opened my eyes to see a dark, turbaned man standing over me with a tray it scared me out of my wits. He also served our meals and stood behind us while we ate; it felt like sitting in a restaurant with an eavesdropping waiter, and I was painfully conscious of our conversation and my table manners. I found myself delicately dabbing the corners of my mouth and keeping my spine straight. I could see that Martin felt it, too, and meals became an uncomfortable chore.

I didn’t want “bed tea,” I didn’t want a bearer—always there, always hovering—and I enjoyed feeling useful. So I kept our little house clean and watered the plants on the verandah myself. I liked the natural jungly look around the bungalow, and the notion of our having a gardener struck me as absurd. Martin told me the expatriate community was appalled by our lack of servants. I said, “So?”

I kept the cook, Habib, because I didn’t recognize half the things in the market stalls, and since I didn’t speak Hindi, the price of everything would have tripled. I kept Rashmi, our ayah, because I liked her and she spoke English.

When I first met Rashmi, she greeted me with a formal bow, her hands in an attitude of prayer. She said, “Namaste,” and then began giggling and clapping, making her chubby arms jiggle and her gold bangles jangle. She asked, “From what country are you coming?”

I said, “America,” wondering if it was a trick question.

“Oooh, Amerrrica! Verryy nice!” The ruby in her right nostril twinkled.

Rashmi deeply disapproved of a household with so few servants. Whenever she saw me beating a rug or cleaning the bathroom she would hold her cheeks and shake her head, her eyes round and alarmed. “Arey Ram! What madam is doooiiing?” I tried to explain that I liked to keep busy, but Rashmi would stomp around the house mumbling and shaking her head. Once I heard her say, “Amerrrican,” as if it were a diagnosis. She started sweeping up with neatly tied acacia branches and taking out the garbage. I had no idea where she took it, but it seemed to make her happy to do it. Whenever I thanked Rashmi for something, she would waggle her head pleasantly and say, “My duty it is, madam.” I wished Martin and I could accept our lot so easily.

My beautiful Martin had come home from the war with a shrouded, chaotic underside, wanting everything as neat as an army cot. It was about control, I know that, but he drove me nuts, picking at imaginary lint on my clothing and lining up our shoes side by side on the closet floor, like a row of soldiers snapped to attention. At first I complied and kept everything shipshape, simply because we didn’t need yet another thing to argue about. But I soon discovered that ordering furniture and annihilating dust gave me a fragile sense of control—Martin was on to something there—and I enjoyed imposing my antiseptic standards on India, keeping my little corner of the universe as predictable as gravity.

When this altered Martin came home from Germany, straightening books on the shelf and buffing his shoes until they screamed, he often complained of a metallic taste in his mouth, rushing off to brush his teeth five times a day. I didn’t know what he tasted, but I did know he had nightmares. He twitched in his sleep, muttering disjointed bits about “skeletons” and calling out names of people I didn’t know. Some nights he’d shout in his sleep, and I’d spring up, shocked and scared. I’d dry the sweat from his face with the sheet and kiss the palms of his hands while his breathing calmed and my heart slowed.

His skin would be clammy and he’d be trembling, and I’d rock him and croon in his ear, “It’s all right. I’m here.” After a while, when it seemed safe, I’d say, “Sweetheart, talk to me. Please.” Sometimes he’d talk a little, but only about the language or the landscape or the guys in his platoon. He said it bothered him that German sounded so much like the Yiddish of his grandparents; then he shook his head as if he was trying to understand something.

He told me that Germany was littered with castles and fairy-tale villages, all blasted to hell. He said the soldiers in his platoon were an unlikely bunch thrown together by war, men who would not otherwise have met. Martin, a budding historian, bunked with a fast-talking mechanic from Detroit named Casino. Also in his barracks were an American Indian named William Who Respects Nothing, and a Samoan named Naikelekele, whom the men called Ukulele. Martin said they were OK guys, but a CPA from Queens named Polanski—Ski to the guys—had the wide slab face and flat blue eyes behind too many of the pogroms mounted against the Jews, and Martin had to keep reminding himself that they were on the same side.

But Ski cheated at cards and had a nascent anti-Semitic streak. Martin said, “Of all the decent guys in that platoon I had to haul Ski back to a field hospital while better men lay dead around us.” His ambivalence about saving Ski haunted him, but it wasn’t the thing eating at him like acid.

One night, in bed, after having had an extra glass of wine with dinner, Martin knit his fingers behind his head and told me about a mess sergeant from the hills of Appalachia, Pete McCoy, who made a crude liquor with pilfered sugar and yeast and canned peaches. Pete had served an informal apprenticeship at his father’s still, deep in the woods of West Virginia, and in a rare, lighthearted moment, Martin did a skillful imitation. He drawled, “Ah know it ain’t legal. But mah daddy’s gonna quit soon as he gits a chance.”

I said, “The nightmares aren’t about Pete McCoy’s moonshine.”

“Hey, you didn’t taste that stuff. Burned like a son-of-a-bitch going down.” His voice became abstract. “But sometimes the moonshine was necessary, like when Tommie … Well, anyway, McCoy was like the medic who brought the morphine.”

I said, “Who was Tommie?”

Martin looked away. “Ah, you don’t want to hear that stuff.”

“But I do. Talk to me. Please.”

He hesitated, then, “Nah. Go to sleep.” He patted my hand and rolled away.

World War II veterans were icons of heroism, brave liberators, and most of them were glad to leave the ugliness buried under the war rubble and get back to a normal life, or try to. But Martin had come home with invisible wounds, and our normal life was as ruined as the German landscape. I wanted to understand. I’d been begging him to talk for two solid years, but he wouldn’t budge. He wouldn’t let me help him, and I felt worn to a stump from trying.

That business of rolling away from me in bed hurt, but by the time we got to India, I was doing it, too. I was becoming as frustrated as he was tormented, and we took our pain out on each other. We hid in our respective corners until something brought us out with fists raised. I couldn’t fix our insides, so I fixed our outside. I prowled around the bungalow searching for dust mites to exterminate, mold to slaughter, and smudges to wipe out. I vanquished dirt and disorder wherever I found it and it helped, a little.

The morning I found the letters, I’d filled a pail with hot soapy water and pounced on the sooty bricks behind the old cooker with demented determination. I described foamy circles on the wall with my brush and … what? One brick moved. That was odd. Nothing in that house ever rattled or came loose; the British colonials who built the place had expected to rule India forever. I put the brush down and forced my fingernails into the crumbling mortar around the loose brick, then wiggled it back and forth until it came out far enough for me to get a grip on it. I teased the brick out of the wall and felt a thrill of discovery when I saw, hidden in the wall, a packet of folded papers tied with a faded and bedraggled blue ribbon.

That packet reeked of long-lost secrets, and I felt a smile lift one corner of my mouth. I set the blackened brick on the floor and reached in to lift my plunder out of the wall. But on second thought, I went to the sink first to wash the soot from my hands.

With clean, dry hands, I eased the packet out of its hiding place, blew the dust from its crevices, then laid it on the kitchen table and pulled the ribbon loose. When I opened the first sheet, the folds seemed almost to creak with age. Gently now, I smoothed the fragile paper out on the table and it crackled faintly. It was ancient and brittle, the edges wavy and water-stained. It was a letter written on thin, grainy parchment, and feminine handwriting rose and swooped across the page with sharp peaks and curling flourishes. The writing was in English, and the way it had been concealed in the wall hinted at Victorian intrigue.

I slipped into a chair to read.
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from … Adela Winfield …
… Yorkshire … Engl …
September 1855

Dear Felicity,

                   … wrenched my heart to say goodbye …

… dangerous voyage …                           … storms at sea …

… Mother persists in … … these men …                  … vile cretins all …

… miss you terribly …

         sister … joy

         Adela

Decades of damp had ruined most of the page. I glanced at the date, thinking, my God, this thing is almost a hundred years old. And those names—Felicity and Adela—how charmingly Victorian. From the sound of it, Felicity lived in India (in this bungalow?) and Adela had written from England.

I shot a quick glance over my shoulder then smiled at my own silliness. It would make no difference to Martin or anyone else if they found me reading an old letter. It was that hole in the brick wall and the way the letters had been hidden that made me feel like a pirate with illicit booty.

But I was alone. Habib hadn’t yet arrived to start dinner and Rashmi was outside, gossiping with an itinerant box-wallah in the godowns. I listened, and only Billy’s innocent voice broke the house’s deep silence. Billy—five years old then, and full of ginger—was carting Spike around the verandah in his red Flyer wagon.

Spike, a stuffed dog dressed in cowboy gear, had been a gift for Billy’s fifth birthday in lieu of the real puppy he’d wanted. Pets had been forbidden in our Chicago apartment and Spike was a compromise. Martin and I splurged on the finest toy dog we could find—a pert Yorkshire terrier with uncanny glass eyes and a black felt cowboy hat. He was snappily clad in a red plaid shirt and blue denim jeans, and he wore four pointy-toed boots of tooled leather. Billy adored him.

But in Masoorla, the rootin’, tootin’ cowboy had come to represent the easy American life we’d taken Billy away from, and I couldn’t look at it without a twinge of guilt. India had turned out to be lonely—believe me, you don’t expect that in a country with almost half a billion people—and Spike was Billy’s only friend. He talked to the toy as if it was a real dog, and Martin worried whether that was entirely healthy. But I wouldn’t have taken Spike away, even if I’d known the trouble the toy was going to cause later.

I unfolded another page rescued from the wall; it was a water-stained drawing of a woman in a split skirt and pith helmet astride a horse. Martin had told me that Englishwomen rode sidesaddle in the 1800s, and I wondered whether this was some sort of cartoon, or was this woman, perhaps, one of those outrageous few who flouted society? I studied the drawing. She had a young face, thin and plain, and she smiled as if she knew something the rest of us didn’t. She held the reins with easy confidence. The brim of her topee shaded her eyes, and only her knowing smile, her lifted chin, and that bold costume hinted at her personality. I unfolded a few more pages, all letters bearing different degrees of damage, but I made out a phrase here and there.

From … … Ad … Winfield
… shire … England
September 1855

Dear Felicity,

… last night …                                    …a chinless little man …

                                        … bored …

                                                               … a good cry …

… duty to yourself …                          …. but your health …

… intrepid Fanny Parks … not consumptive …

… worry about you …

The letters were personal, and trying to fill in the blanks felt like peering into these people’s lives uninvited. I struggled with a brief pang of guilt before reminding myself that the letters were dated 1855, and the people concerned were long past caring. Still, I glanced at the back door. Gloomy Martin and lighthearted Rashmi would not have cared about the letters, but Habib was a sphinx-like Indian who spoke no English, and I never knew what he was thinking. I always felt a bit off balance around Habib, but he was a reliable cook, who hadn’t poisoned us yet with his incendiary curries.

In spite of my reluctance to trust the suspicious snacks on the train, Martin and I had decided to eat the native food in our own home. Indian cooks had long been preparing English meals—they smirked and called it invalid food—but Martin convinced me that it would be more interesting to eat curries than to teach an Indian how to make meatloaf. “Either you’ll give cooking lessons to a cook who doesn’t speak English or we’ll eat nothing but shepherd’s pie and blancmange.” He grimaced. I knew he was right, and he clinched it with the very reasonable observation that “It will be the same ingredients from the same markets made by the same cook no matter how they are seasoned or arranged in the pot.”

Unfortunately, Habib’s curries were so hot that most distinguishing flavors were lost under the searing spices. Martin, the great promoter of eating local dishes, said the meals in our house were not consumed but survived. One night, he stared at his goat curry and rubbed his belly. “OK,” he said, sheepishly. “I know we agreed, but …” He sighed. “Does every meal have to leave blisters?” I nodded, sympathetic. At that point, we both could have done with a little English invalid food.

I tried to get Habib to cut back on the hot chilis with pantomimes of fanning my mouth, panting, and gulping cold water. But the silent little man with the skullcap and expressionless eyes only rocked his head from side to side in that ambiguous, all-purpose gesture that no Westerner can completely decipher—the Indian head waggle. It can mean “yes” or “no” or “maybe,” it can mean “I’m delighted” or “utterly indifferent,” or sometimes it seems to be an automatic response that simply means, “OK, I heard you.” Apparently, it was all about context.

I shuffled the letters, scanning another sheet of writing spoiled by time and weather, and I felt a spurt of irritation with both the letter and the place that had ruined it. I had hoped that cultural isolation would force Martin and me back to each other, but India had not brought us together. India had turned out to be incomprehensibly complex, not a wellspring of ancient wisdom, but a snake pit of riddles entwined in a knot of cultural and religious contradictions.

And speaking of contradictions, India seemed to make Martin simultaneously paranoid and reckless. He still never wore a hat and brushed me off when I offered him calendula ointment for his red, peeling nose. As a historian, he interviewed Indians about their forthcoming independence from Great Britain, which meant walking through the native quarters of Simla and driving the open Packard over steep, rutted roads into the hills to visit remote villages. When I told him to be careful, he laughed, saying, “I’m a war veteran. I think I can handle myself.” He whistled as he left the house.

But every morning, when I made up our bed, I had to whisk flat the spider cicatrices in the sheet where he had bunched it during angst-ridden dreams. I didn’t know whether he was dreaming about India or Germany, but I knew he was not as relaxed as he pretended.

Another mark of his anxiety was his infuriating double standard. Even while he roamed the countryside at will, he warned me not to stray too far from home. That chafed. I don’t like being told what to do, never have, and I stood up to him. I stuck my chin out and told him we were in India, not wartime Germany, but he stuck his chin out, too, and told me I didn’t know what I was talking about. Any mention of Germany brought a dangerous edge to his voice so I pulled in my chin and let it go.

I unfolded the last sheets of parchment, and my breath caught. The innermost letter was intact. Several pages had been saved from the worst of the damp, every word preserved by the absorbent layers around it.

from The Pen of Felicity Chadwick
Calcutta, India
January 1856

Dearest Adela,

Silly goose! By now you’ve received my letters from Gibraltar & Alexandria & know I haven’t perished on the high seas. I miss you terribly, but it is good to be back in India. How I wish you could join me.

Arriving during the season has been a colossal bore—days spent in stuffy drawing rooms, endless dinners & dances with the same dreary courting rituals between the same desperate women & the same lonely men, all of them becoming silly on Roman punch. I make a point of telling the stodgy gentlemen that I like to smoke & drink, & the bawdy ones that I’m devoted to my Bible studies. Does that shock you? Mother would be appalled, but thus far I have succeeded in avoiding any proposals so my plan is evidently working. Mother & Father are mystified by my lack of proposals & I keep silent, pretending not to understand it either, biding my time until we go to the hills in March. Then I shall escape to the freedom of mofussil—the wild countryside—all on my own. I’ve heard about an unspoiled little village called Masoorla & I smell freedom.

I am happy to be back in India, but the multitude of servants who attend us every moment has resurrected an unsettling memory. One day, when I was six, I skipped into the humid cookhouse behind our home in Calcutta & saw Yasmin, my ayah, standing over a pot left to simmer. This was most surprising as Yasmin was a Hindoo & would normally not enter the cookhouse, which she considered unclean, the place where our Mohammedan cook prepared meat, even beef. Yet, there she was.

I had gone into the cookhouse for a snack of guava chaat & caught her in the act of withdrawing her hand from a moonstone urn. She swivelled her head slowly & locked on to me, her chota mem—little lady—whilst she withdrew a pinch of ash from the urn. Some Hindoos sentimentally save a small amount of a loved one’s ashes, and I had last seen that moonstone urn in Yasmin’s hands a week earlier when she returned, weeping, from Vikram’s cremation. Vikram had been one of our many bearers, and I remembered seeing his body in the godowns covered with masses of marigolds and roses and ready for cremation. I gave Yasmin a questioning look whilst her hand hung poised over the stew pot with Vikram’s ashes pinched between thumb & fingertips.

Knowing I would never betray her, my beloved Yasmin released Vikram’s ashes into the stew, & I watched them flutter into the pot, into our dinner. She smiled at me & I smiled back. Yasmin was the one who woke me with a kiss in the morning, & sang me to sleep at night. She gave me the patchwork quilt made of sari fabrics that I brought with me to England. It smelled of patchouli and coconut oil, like Yasmin, & do you remember how furious your mother was when I hid it from the laundress? I could not lose those scents to lye soap; it would have been like losing Yasmin again.

I watched Yasmin stir the desecrated stew with a long spoon, & then she gave me an affectionate wink & a handful of guava chaat.

It was our secret & though I did not understand, I was happy to share it with her. After all, I was six & lonely & accustomed to not understanding. I did not understand why cows controlled the traffic in the street, or why Father donned a white kid glove to pinch the servants when he was displeased. Nor did I understand Mother’s practice of giving servants a large dose of castor oil as a punishment, or her rule that no servant could come closer to her than an arm’s length.

Once, she forgot herself & made to steady herself on Vikram’s shoulder as she climbed into the palanquin, then, with a huff of disgust, she withdrew her hand as though from a flame & clambered in on her own. Vikram seemed oblivious, but Yasmin’s face had darkened, & a few weeks later, after his sudden death, Yasmin put his ashes into our food. I thought she was playing a joke on Mother.

That evening at dinner, the bearer set down plates mounded with perfumed rice & partridge stew. Mother & Father spooned the defiled stew into their mouths & chewed dutifully. As always, Mother dabbed daintily at the corners of her mouth, & Father blotted his mustache with a stiff damask napkin.

I recall pushing it around in my mouth, probing with my tongue for some gritty texture or aberrant taste, but there was none. I knew Vikram was in my dinner, but I was six & I didn’t mind. He had been one of my favourite bearers. I enjoyed watching him cavort in the garden, laughing whilst he juggled bananas with a bucked-tooth smile, his turban going askew. I don’t know why he died, but Yasmin told me he had become a dragonfly, & that she kept some of his ashes in the moonstone urn to keep her company. I understood only later that he was probably her husband.

I ate my dinner & pondered what part of Vikram I might be ingesting. I thought of his pierced earlobe, his misshapen little toe & his hooked nose. It was possible that Yasmin’s pinch of ash had merely captured a bit of his shroud, but I hoped not. I wanted to eat something of Vikram because I missed him.

Do you find me monstrous, Adela?

When we moved from our small house to the big one on Garden Reach Road, Vikram was one of the bearers who escorted Mother & me. I moved the curtain of our palanquin to inhale the street smells of India—smoke & spice & something else I could not identify—& for the first time, I wondered what comprised that distinctive odour. Later, standing inside the gate of our new house, I looked up at Mother & twitched my nose. She pursed her stingy lips & gave a wag of her head. “Squatting,” she said with a twist of distaste. “Women squatting in the dirt over their cooking.” She sniffed at the offending air. “You should understand by now that these people prefer to live in the street.”

But, Adela, it was not only the smell of food cooking, it was burning cow dung & funeral pyres—the odour of poverty & grief. I saw the biers trotted daily through the streets, laden with thin, brown corpses surrounded by fresh flowers. Father turned away from the funeral processions. “Poor wogs,” he said with a grim smile. “No point in their living terribly long anyway.”

Don’t you find that sad? They lived & died & we paid them no heed. We didn’t even notice them in our food. But they knew! Since I’ve been back in India, I’ve heard of cooks putting ground glass into the sahib’s food. They knew.

I put Yasmin’s “joke” out of my mind until I came back to India & sat down one evening to a dinner of partridge stew. With my first taste, the memory of another stew seasoned with human ashes surfaced with visceral impact. I looked around the room & saw our bearers, one standing behind each of us, erect & impassive. One sees nothing in their faces, even when Father goes on & on about politics—the religious feuds & the malcontent sepoys.

Well, Father can go boil his head. I love India & intend to live here on my own terms. I shan’t marry; I shall make myself useful. I have my annuity, & when we go to the hills I shall hire a simple bungalow near Masoorla. My Hindoostani is coming back, & I shall go so thoroughly jungli Mother will want nothing to do with me.

I cannot wait!

Your sister in joy,

Felicity

The letter had never been mailed. I laid it down, thinking … human remains in the stew? I remembered a National Geographic article about ritual cannibalism, which concluded that it was deeply spiritual, involving a belief in transferred power and continued existence. Only cannibalism for survival entailed reluctance or regret. Of course, Yasmin’s behavior didn’t exactly qualify as cannibalism, but something akin, for which I had no name. Apparently, human ashes in the stew were simply the Indian equivalent of a slave spitting into the massa’s mint julep.

Cannibalism or not, the belief that the food we eat transcends the physical has deep roots in the human psyche. Ritual cannibalism attests to a primal human urge to consume what we covet—an atavistic pull like the sound of the sea—and religions that symbolically eat the body and drink the blood are an echo of those primitive and literal customs. It is not unnatural to wish that we could simply ingest power, love, redemption, and all things desirable. It occurred to me that if Martin were to die, having a pinch of his ashes in my food might even be comforting. I murmured, “You weren’t monstrous, Felicity.”

I searched my mental archives for India in 1856. Tension between Hindus and Muslims was long-standing, but “malcontent sepoys” triggered a fuzzy memory from a world history class, some incident having to do with anti-British sentiment. The details eluded me.

I went to the vacant space in the brick wall and peered into the dark recess, checking for anything I might have missed.

Nothing.

I examined the wall for another loose brick.

Nothing.

I stood in the middle of the room, holding the letter and staring out my sparkling kitchen window. The sun was beginning its westward plunge behind the white-capped Himalayas, and in a few hours the icy peaks would turn copper and then dim to lavender. I loved to watch that, but it was always over in a couple of minutes; night descends swiftly in India. Any other day the brief spectacle might have made me think about impermanence, the fleetingness of life, but not that day, with my Victorian letters flying in the very face of impermanence.

I refolded and retied the packet of letters and thought about stashing it in a kitchen cabinet, but that felt too casual, almost disrespectful. I considered the drawer of a side table in the living room, but that seemed somehow too public.

There had been a time, before the war, when I would have left the letters scattered on the kitchen table, eager to show them to Martin. I remembered when we had shared joy as easily as breathing, and that is what I thought our marriage would always be. But since the war he’d become so intractably sullen that my first thought was to hide the letters from him. I didn’t want him to cast a pall on my excitement. To be in his presence was to be sucked into a dark place by a magnetic pull; I was tired of him extinguishing my enthusiasm, and exhausted by the effort of fending off his gloom. It was fertile ground for a seed of bitterness to sprout, and though I resisted, it flowered. I found myself becoming as secretive as he was shut down, and I fell into the irrational habit of keeping things to myself to balance his withdrawal.

In the end, I tucked the letters into my lingerie drawer, pillowed between silk panties and satin bras. They belonged with my intimate things. I didn’t yet know who Felicity and Adela were, but I wanted to keep them close, to protect them. I patted my secret cache and closed the drawer. Martin could go boil his head. They were mine.
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1844–1850

Eight-year-old Felicity Chadwick clung to the deck rail and watched India recede. She stared down at Yasmin, standing on the chaotic dock, dabbing her eyes with a corner of her white sari.

Before boarding, she had clung to Yasmin’s legs while Lady Chadwick tugged at her. “For heaven’s sake, child. Stop that this instant.” When Felicity could not stop sobbing, Lady Chadwick bent down and took firm hold of her little chin. “You cannot grow up in India. You would become weedy and delicate. You would acquire that chee-chee accent.” Her face kinked up. “We can’t have that, can we?” But Felicity continued to cry until Lady Chadwick grabbed her shoulders and shook her hard. “Stop this now. It’s for your welfare, and sentiment must be pocketed.” Felicity did her best to stifle her sobs as her mother handed her over to her chaperones for the journey, the Perth-Macintyres, who were returning to England.

Now, Mrs. Perth-Macintyre stood at the railing beside Felicity, trumpeting assurances that Felicity would love England. It was home, after all, even though Felicity had never been there because her entire family served the East India Company. A foster family in England was the commonly accepted solution for a child like Felicity. “Don’t worry, my girl,” said Mrs. Perth-Macintyre. “We’ll get India drummed out of you soon enough.” As the ship moved off, Felicity kept her gaze fixed on Yasmin, now sobbing openly and growing ever smaller on the dock.

That night Felicity slept in a hammock wrapped in an old quilt made of sari fabrics, patches of worn silks and soft cottons, with a fanciful border of birds and flowers. Its scent of patchouli and coconut oil conjured Yasmin and the soft clash of her bangles as she walked, barefoot, around the house in Calcutta. Felicity dreamed of India, but the next morning, she walked out on deck and discovered it gone. It had been a dusty world, but beloved, and now, finally, she knew she would not see the red tulip on the silk tree bloom again.

After months of boredom, disgusting food, seasickness, and a terrifying storm that threw Felicity out of her hammock, the ship neared England’s shore in March. Felicity stepped out of her cabin into a raw blast of wind, sharper and colder than anything she had ever known. Excited passengers gathered at the rail as they sailed into port, and Felicity, blue with cold, strained to see something of the fabled isle through a murky fog. As she shivered in the damp, a vision of green rice paddies waving under a brilliant sun ambushed her; she remembered sunlit mountain picnics with sweet, round watermelons cooled in icy streams, and violet tints on distant snow-covered peaks. When the foghorn sounded, she buried her face in her Indian quilt and inhaled.

The Perth-Macintyres handed Felicity over to her guardian, Mrs. Winfield, and in that moment she exchanged a sensual world rich in color and freedom for the mannered, gaslit world of nineteenth-century England, where children were seen and not heard. The Chadwicks had been a dedicated East India Company family for generations, and employing a guardian to oversee a child’s English education was a time-honored tradition.

Felicity had heard her father describe Mrs. Winfield as “a decent woman. Perhaps one who assumes you probably hold too high an opinion of yourself and intends to pull you down, but decent.” Of Dr. Winfield he had said, “A common medical man, but respected.” Her mother had said, “It is a proper family, they are willing to take her, happy to have the stipend, and they have a daughter just her age.”

That seemed to be enough to recommend the Winfields as guardians, and so it was settled. But now, standing on the Royal Albert Dock in Liverpool, Felicity did not know what to make of this pale, long-faced lady in a fur-trimmed pelisse, reaching for her hand. Mrs. Winfield gave Felicity a tight smile and hurried her into a waiting carriage, but she did not speak during the entire ride to Yorkshire. The carriage sped away from the docks, through the city and into the countryside, and Felicity stared out of the window at this place everyone wistfully called home. At rest stops, her breath puffed in the frosty air and steam rose off the sweating horses; Felicity thought it very strange to be so cold in March, the beginning of the hot weather in India. Dark forests gave way to rolling moors, tidy and pleasant, but after India it seemed impossibly empty.

At Rose Hall, named after Mrs. Winfield’s prizewinning garden, eight-year-old Adela waited on the front steps with her father. She stretched her neck and stood on tiptoe, eager for her first glimpse of “the girl from India.” Would she speak strangely? Would she dress in bizarre costumes? Adela had seen pictures of India.

But out of the carriage stepped an appropriately clad girl with wide-set blue eyes and an ordinary bonnet. Still … there was something different about her face. Her skin was unfashionably burnished, as if by sun and wind, and her look was … what? A thought crashed through Adela like a wrecking ball through glass. Her look was deliciously insolent.

Mrs. Winfield did not tolerate insolence, and Adela did not break the rules. But here stood a girl with an impertinent look, coming from the fantastic Orient to enliven their staid home. The possibilities were terrifying and wonderful. Adela held her breath as this marvelous girl hopped down from the carriage and stood there, hands on her hips, appraising her new home as if she owned the place; she pulled off her bonnet and a mass of rose-gold hair tumbled around her face. When Adela took her next breath, the air smelled sharper, the green lawn and the blue sky blurred, and she felt the first stab of a romantic longing that would afflict her for the rest of her life.

As solitary children of cold parents, both girls found comfort in sisterhood. The terms of their friendship crystallized the day Felicity and Adela skipped along the second-floor hallway while Felicity sang an old Hindu lullaby. Mrs. Winfield came up behind them and seized Felicity’s arm. She squeezed the arm as she spoke. “In the first place, you do not skip indoors. And in the second place, I will not have heathen jingles sung in my home.”

Adela knew that expression on her mother’s face and she froze. Felicity simply said, “My ayah is not a heathen.”

Mrs. Winfield’s eyes narrowed. “Are you contradicting me?”

“Well, you’re wrong, aren’t you?”

Mrs. Winfield seized Felicity roughly and hauled her on to the banister, balancing her precariously on the edge, two floors up. She said, “You will not contradict me, young lady. You will watch your mouth or I might push you off.” She made a sudden jerking motion that made Adela’s stomach lurch.

Mrs. Winfield had once perched Adela on that same banister and made the same threat. Whenever Adela thought to defy her mother she remembered the terror of looking down to the stone floor she would fall on, the sick sensation in her stomach, and the way she had trembled for an hour afterward. She would be an adult before she fully understood that it was merely a scare tactic; it had worked with her because she was frightened to death of her mother.

But Felicity called the woman’s bluff. She looked Mrs. Winfield in the eye and said, “No, you won’t. That would be murder and then you would be hanged.” Felicity tipped up her chin, gloriously defiant.

Mrs. Winfield’s mouth made a perfect circle, and Felicity slid easily off the rail to safety. Mrs. Winfield took a step toward her, but Felicity stood her ground and the woman looked suddenly confused. “Why, you cheeky little …” They stared at each other, the woman and the girl, and the woman looked away first. She gave Felicity’s shoulders one mean shake then stalked off, muttering. “Doesn’t care what anyone thinks. Not a whit. Bad. Very bad.”

Stunned, Adela watched her go. She had never before seen her mother bested, even by her father. The girl from India had performed a miracle, and Adela’s affection for Felicity became, from that day on, tinged with awe.

As much as Adela loved Felicity’s brio, Felicity appreciated Adela’s fascination with India. No one else wanted to hear stories about Yasmin, and guava chaat, and the boys who followed them around with yak-tail fans to keep the flies off. Adela said, “India sounds like The Arabian Nights.”

“The what?”

“Scheherazade, silly! Surely you know.”

But she didn’t, and so Adela told her. Adela’s great love was reading, another disappointment to her mother. Mrs. Winfield warned, “Keep that up and you’ll end up completely unmarriageable.” But a good book was the one thing for which Adela would ignore her mother. Felicity described fantastic Indian festivals, glittering bazaars, and the notoriously softhearted, white-clad ayahs who offered endless treats and crushing hugs when the memsahibs were not watching. For her part, Adela read Felicity The King of the Golden River and stories from Hans Christian Andersen.

Felicity said, “Oh, Adela, you’re so clever.”

Adela shrugged. “I just read made-up stories. Your stories are real.”

Throughout the spring and summer, Mrs. Winfield tended her roses while the girls traded tales and came to inhabit each other’s worlds. Adela recorded the stories Felicity told her, and Felicity made simple sketches of Yasmin and the palanquin in which she used to ride, carried by four bearers and properly curtained and insulated from the chaos of Calcutta. Adela had never felt she belonged to her mother’s world, and Felicity felt neither English nor Indian, but now they had each other.

In September they were sent to St. Ethel’s, an elite boarding school of half-timbered Tudor buildings with cupolas and turrets set around a quadrangle of well-kept grass and elderly trees. The Chadwicks paid for Adela’s tuition as part of their arrangement with the Winfields, and both sets of parents consigned their daughters to the mercy of St. Ethel’s, trusting the girls would wear neatly starched pinafores and become proficient in riding, needlework, basic math, reading, and calligraphy.

But when the girls at St. Ethel’s ignored timid Adela and ridiculed Felicity for calling breakfast chota hazri, the pair took to eating meals by themselves at a corner table. Things got worse after a lecture about London women who were thought to be excessively intellectual and a bit mannish. They were known as bluestockings, and the St. Ethel’s girls immediately began calling timid, bookish Adela “the dowdy little bluestocking.” Adela ignored them, usually by keeping her face in a book, but Felicity generously passed out dirty looks and rude gestures.

No matter. Felicity and Adela occupied themselves with plotting their futures as Indian princesses or famous authors. By their tenth birthdays they talked of becoming spies or famous courtesans, and by twelve they had discovered memoirs in the library and came to admire women like Emma Roberts, who edited her own newspaper in Calcutta, and Honoria Lawrence, who marched around India with her husband, a surveyor, having babies in tents and riding elephants through uncharted jungles. But their favorite heroine was the outrageous Mrs. Fanny Parks, who traveled in remote areas of India with no one but her servants. The girls read Fanny’s memoir by candlelight, shocked when she wrote that her husband went mad in the cold season and that it was her duty to herself to leave him and wander about.

“Imagine that,” said Adela. “Not her duty to her husband or the Empire. Her duty to herself.”

“She’s marvelous.”

Fanny Parks killed scorpions with her hatpin, she loved the spicy native foods, and when she had a headache she took opium. Fanny even chewed paan, which Felicity explained was a betel leaf wrapped around spices and tobacco. “But it stains the teeth red,” she said, wrinkling her nose. And then they were quiet for a moment, adjusting their picture of Fanny Parks as a woman with red teeth. Fixing this image in their minds, they read on, learning that Fanny kept a pet squirrel named Jack Bunce, and had once spent a month gossiping in a zenana.

“That’s a harem,” Felicity whispered, and they giggled.

But the enthralling Mrs. Parks also wrote about mind-erasing heat, cholera epidemics, snakes in her bedroom, and partially burned corpses floating down the Ganges. Felicity put the book down and gazed out of the window. “I wonder how Fanny could do all those astonishing things and keep her spirits up in the face of such hardship.” She thought of Mrs. Winfield carefully pruning her roses—a serious business—and her own mother angrily forcing castor oil into the mouth of an errant kneeling servant. Felicity rested her chin on her fists, thinking hard. “I believe she did not judge,” she said slowly. “And she had joy.”

Adela recalled her mother sucking sourly at a thorn-pricked finger. “I think you’re right. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen my mother genuinely happy.”

Felicity gave Adela her wide, sudden smile. “Let’s be like Fanny. Let’s scrap the rules and live a life of joy, no matter what the price.”

“Yes!” Adela took Felicity’s hands. “Come what may, we shall not judge and we shall be joyful.”

After that, both girls made a point of calling breakfast chota hazri and laughed when the others snubbed them.



[image: Image]

1938

I first saw Martin on campus, studying under the grizzled elms, history textbooks scattered around him like fallen leaves. We looked at each other one beat too long, but neither of us spoke. At first glance, Martin struck me as swarthy, probably because of his untamed dark hair—a mass of careless ringlets completely out of sync with the times—or maybe it was his olive complexion and sable eyes. But his features were too fine to be called swarthy. His clothes were more collegiate than stylish, and his glasses gave him a scholarly look. Still, I found him fatally glamorous, and I often went out of my way to walk past the elms. The chemistry between us percolated silently, but in the 1930s “nice” girls never made the first move. Add to that the fact that Martin was a shy, bookish fellow, and we passed each other in fraught silence.

Freshly released from a girls’ school called the Immaculate Conception—I called it the Inaccurate Perception—I had never been in love. In college, I hobnobbed in platonic groups, but at night, in the ebb and flow of erotic dreams, the objet du désir was always that elusive dark-haired fellow under the elms.

I had a scholarship—Da could never have afforded the University of Chicago—and I intended to study astronomy, eager to probe cosmic mysteries. I had been called “gifted,” which made me feel a responsibility to perform flawlessly, but it wasn’t a burden, it was a privilege. I wanted to learn and to contribute, and my life seemed to be opening in every direction. I would have liked to move into a jazzy little apartment with interesting roommates, makeshift bookshelves, and Art Deco posters. I’d stencil the walls and hand-paint the lamp shades. I’d comb thrift stores for green glass bookends and conversation pieces—maybe an old French barometer or a Bakelite fan dancer. I might even find an affordable geometric rug. The dream was a bohemian apartment, or a cave, in the college argot of the day. But all that would have been expensive, and Da would have worried, so I commuted.

Da became overprotective after Mum died. I was eight when she passed away, but I remember her auburn hair, her velvety scent of Ponds hand cream, and her wheezy voice, crooning “Danny Boy.” I also remember her lying dead in her bed with her eyes open in surprise, and the dark squall of emotions that gripped me. We never dreamed that asthma could kill her, even while we watched her suffocate to death. I don’t remember the wake or the funeral, but that moment when they put her in the ground, down in that deep hole, I cried myself blind. Da did, too.

Her death forged a new bond between Da and me, as if clinging to each other somehow kept her alive. So I commuted to college and took a part-time job near the campus at Linz’s German Bakery. After my classes I switched off the budding scientist in me and assumed the role of docile fräulein, a worker bee dressed in a frilled white apron, one of four young women buzzing around the bienenstich and apfelstrudel, our menses flowing in tidal synchronization, our conversation limited to neighborhood gossip and schwarzwälder kirsch torte.

Linz’s bakery had something of the harem and the convent about it, and in that environment, smelling of baker’s yeast and sugar, I daydreamed about the dark-haired guy under the elms, until one day I looked up from the cash register to see him standing there, pointing at a Jewish rye. I felt a blush spread over my face and splash my chest. I said hello, and he said hello, and we both stood there like idiots. Then lamebrain Kate said, “That’ll be ten cents, sir.” He dug out his wallet and paid, and then he sort of had to leave. But he came back the next day and then every day and, really, no one eats that much rye bread. Every time he came in I just about broke my neck getting over there to wait on him, and eventually we exchanged names. He said, “Evaleen? That’s unusual.”

I shrugged. “It’s Irish.”

“It’s beautiful.” He pushed his glasses up on his nose. “And it suits you.”

I felt the blush surge to my face. God, I hated that. Then he asked me out on Saturday night, and I was struck dizzy.

That Saturday, I wore a soft, dove gray dress that moved with me and complemented my coppery hair; bright colors with my flaming hair and blue eyes made me feel like a tropical fish. When Martin saw me he stared with a dopey, smitten look and then smiled with his whole face.

We went to a movie and held hands and, yes, I know how dull that sounds now. I know that kids today think they invented sex and feel free to indulge with cheerful abandon. Simply holding hands has gone out of style as a form of foreplay, but I think it’s a shame. Having to sit for hours with only hands touching, fingers moving suggestively, watching a stray wisp of hair curl over a collar, trying to follow the movie while hearing the whisper of fabric shifting, curious minds whirring away, enduring that forced restraint while pressure builds … now that’s foreplay.

I don’t remember the movie, but we laughed at the same scenes and tensed up at the same moments. When the lights came up, we looked at each other with a stir of recognition—so that’s who you are.

Afterward, we went to Darby’s Pub, where Da played his fiddle every Saturday night, and I introduced my two men. Martin, earnest and polite, shook Da’s hand and pulled a chair out for me. Da hugged me and assessed Martin with flinty eyes. When Martin went to fetch our beers, Da asked, “Who are his people?”

I said, “He’s Jewish, Da.”

Da stared at me, weighing Martin’s foreignness against his status as a college man. Even though Da didn’t know the difference between a social historian and a whirling dervish, he knew Martin was the sort of educated fellow he had wanted me to meet at my fancy university. He just hadn’t figured on Jewish.

That night Da got up to play and did not sit with us again. He played his heart out, stamping the hollow boards, singing passionate songs about fighting the English and rowdy drinking songs punched up with whistles and whoops. Da’s music always made me see fiery colors, Irishmen jigging, and heels clicking in the air. I grew up on that music and I loved it, but I wondered whether Martin, who liked Bach, might find it slightly raucous.

Depending on how you looked at it, Martin and I appeared either perfectly balanced or wildly unsuited. Martin, with his dark good looks and mildly brooding nature, said I had a mercurial presence and runaway laughter, and that when I smiled the dimple in my left cheek changed me from innocent ingenue to slightly dangerous coquette. I was breezy and he was serious; I was quirky and he was traditional. Learning that he was Jewish made me think his face and temperament had been forged by ancestors dressed in black, scuttling through the ghettos of Mítteleuropa. In fact, his face took me even farther back, all the way to the Levant; his smoky complexion conjured handsome nomads crossing the desert in camel caravans.
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