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Praise for Sleeping in the Sun


“With meticulous attention to detail, Howard paints a vivid portrait of colonial India through the perspectives of an American family and their Indian servant, skillfully blending historical events with familial moments. Through the eyes of her characters, readers are transported to a world where identities are questioned and the true meaning of home is explored. As the narrative builds toward an explosive climax, Sleeping in the Sun becomes more than just a story—it is a poignant exploration of the human experience that resonates far beyond the last chapter.”


—Veena Rao, author of Purple Lotus


“Joanne Howard’s Sleeping in the Sun is a quiet and deeply moving novel, a story of a nation trying to reclaim itself, while one man and one boy try to discover who they are themselves. Howard shows us all this not by looking at the big picture, but at the individuals caught at the center of their sometimes conflicting, sometimes heartbreaking goals. A beautiful story, beautifully revealed.”


—Pete Fromm, author of Indian Creek Chronicles


“Large and saga-like in scope, and set in 1930s India, Joanne Howard’s Sleeping in the Sun delivers a compassionate portrayal of a missionary family as they struggle to navigate the personal and political crosscurrents of enchantment, terror, love, and deceit. What I admire most in her debut novel is the courage with which this writer lifts the masks of disguise from her characters and reveals, as if superimposed on the place itself, that secret, interior world of human emotions.”


—Jack Driscoll, author of 20 Stories: New & Selected


“Exquisitely rendered and highly nuanced, Joanne Howard’s debut novel, Sleeping in the Sun, immerses readers into the world of young American Gene Hinton as he comes of age in rural India in the 1930s. Battling inner and outer demons, Gene forms a unique bond with the Hintons’ Indian servant, Arthur, and gains an eye into life’s underbelly. Sumptuously written and detailed, this novel is destined to become a classic. A triumph!”


—Ashley E. Sweeney, author of Eliza Waite


“Howard writes with vivid intensity [. . .]. The tale unfolds cinematically with lush descriptive prose; you will fully sense the streets and inhabitants of this Indian city and its countryside. But the real depth of this story lies within the relationships [. . .] both the raw attitudinal differences and the subtle undercurrents the characters either endure or ignore. Twelve-year-old Gene is the heart of the book, the most insightful of all, and the voice you will come to rely upon.”


—Francine Falk-Allen, author of A Wolff in the Family and Not a Poster Child


“In this gorgeously written book, Joanne Howard explores the corrupting influence of power, both within the family structure and the broader world. Rich with sensory details and vividly drawn characters both human and animal, Sleeping in the Sun is a stunning novel that grabs your emotions and doesn’t let go.


—Ginny Kubitz Moyer, author of A Golden Life


“Howard explores the tribulations and tragic ironies of imperialism in British India. Relationships are not what they appear to be, people have hidden dark sides, and one person’s faith is another’s sin. After a crime has been committed, it must be determined who did what and why. Yet Howard leaves you wondering who are the good guys and who are the bad guys in a country where religion and culture have been forcibly imposed. A thoughtful read, using historical fiction to shine light on the praxis of decolonization in our current century.”


—Jude Berman, author of The Die and The Vow


“Set against the backdrop of India in the 1930s, Sleeping in the Sun tells the story of the Hintons, a family of American missionaries sent to bring Christianity to the city of Midnapore. Told from the point of view of Gene, the Hintons’ youngest son, and Arthur, their Indian servant, this sweeping historical novel flawlessly transports readers to another time and place. Political, racial, and interpersonal conflicts ensure you won’t be able to put it down. I know I couldn’t.”


—Susen Edwards, author of What a Trip and Lookin’ for Love
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CHAPTER 1





The last morning stars lingered over the Big House when Gene Hinton saw the mourners coming up the road. Under the dormant frangipani trees, still yet to bloom, the procession approached slowly, quietly. As it came closer, Gene rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and folded his arms, hugging himself against the morning breeze in the front yard. He knew the afternoon would be hot—and maybe less humid than yesterday, the Lord willing—but for now, nothing could warm him. He dug his shoes into the dirt and watched the road. The sight of the man in the front, dressed in white robes and with a shaved head, pulled at Gene’s heart.


“The eldest son,” came a voice from behind. Gene turned to see Arthur, the Hintons’ servant, standing on the porch steps. He held his arms behind his back, allowing the front of his crisp, ironed kurta to billow in the breeze. “Kindly, sahib,” Arthur said, asking permission to approach. When Gene nodded, Arthur stepped forward and continued. “For Hindus, the eldest son leads the mourning of the father.” A pause, and then, “But you won’t ever have to worry about that, sahib.”


As if on cue, chattering voices and loud footsteps arose from somewhere inside the house. Gene’s older brothers were awake. A cold dread filled him down to his shoes. In a few minutes, they’d have to leave to meet Uncle Ellis at the train station. But Gene couldn’t stop watching the lane.


He didn’t want to think about his father’s inevitable death, or of anyone’s—twelve-year-old boys didn’t have to think of that sort of thing, so he changed the subject.


“Did you know the man?” Gene said. “The one who died?”


The procession passed the gate now. A swathe of saffron was draped over the litter, carried by what looked like a dozen men, all either shouldering its burden or placing a hand on the litter, wherever there was space among the garlands of marigolds that dangled from the edges and danced with every step.


Arthur wobbled his head. “I would see him in the marketplace, when I did the shopping for memsahib.”


But Gene could tell from his unsteady lip that the man had meant more to Arthur than that. “Should you maybe go with them? Wherever they’re going?”


“The Kangsabati River, to be cremated,” Arthur said. He bit his lip and looked at the road for a moment. “No, I am needed by the Padre Sahib. We are leaving soon for the burra sahib, na?”


The sound of the car engine firing up startled Gene. Wild monkeys scampered to life in the branches above him, screeching into the dawn. Gene turned to see his father ready at the wheel of the old Chevy. It would take the jalopy a few minutes to warm up. Gene looked back at the lane, but the men had passed them now, leaving only a mottled trail of dust that floated behind them, as if they walked on a cloud.


“To tell you the truth,” Gene said, leaning in, “I’m nervous about meeting the judge. Or Uncle Ellis, I suppose I should call him.”


Arthur tilted his head and looked at him the way one would study a bug.


“I mean, I know my brothers all like him. I don’t remember the last time I met him. I must have been too young. But from what everyone tells me about him, I feel like I should be . . . I don’t know . . .” He trailed off as he scuffed his dusty shoe in the dirt and frowned at his wrinkled trousers. “Better groomed, at least.”


Gene realized the absurdity of his words, reminding himself of the dead man that just passed by not a minute ago. He met Arthur’s eyes and nearly jumped at the dark look on his face. Arthur bent close, his eyes serious.


“There are larger things to worry about with the burra sahib,” he said.


Gene didn’t know what to say. He was about to ask Arthur what he meant when they were interrupted.


“Come on, Gene! Smallest in the middle!”


He looked to see John, Will, and Lee pouring through the front doors, a collective storm of barely contained teenage energy that felt absurd in the quiet morning. They whooped and hollered for no reason that Gene could tell, until he remembered. They had been looking forward to this day all week. Arthur retreated to the car to check that all was set to go, slipping away into the background of the family’s lives again.


“Scooch!” Will said, shoving Gene into the car.


“I’m going,” Gene said, bumping his head on the roof as Will’s shoulder blade jabbed into his chest.


“Come on, make room!” John said, squishing a leg into Gene’s lap.


Then more pressure, this time on his other side, as Lee squeezed in. “Sorry,” Lee said. Lee was only two years older than Gene, but he felt enormous.


Gene couldn’t move while his brothers arranged themselves for the long ride, their limbs sticking out of the open sides of the car.


“That’s better,” John said.


“Humph,” Gene grumbled.


Mrs. Hinton got in on the passenger side. Her cheeks were flushed, her clothes smelling of rose water. “Oh, I look awful,” she said, squinting into her compact mirror. She brushed the faded blonde hairs out of her face. “He’ll think I haven’t been taking care of myself.”


“You look fine,” said Mr. Hinton. He straightened his topi—a large pith helmet to keep out the sun—and switched the headlights on, illuminating the sparse lawn and vine-choked trees in the yard.


“It’s just times like this I wish we could afford another servant, one who could do my hair. Boys! Make room for Arthur to stand.”


Arthur stepped onto the running board and held on to the side of the roof. Even though there was just enough room in the front for one more person, it was reserved for Judge Ellis on the way back, and it didn’t occur to anyone that it might be safer and more comfortable for Arthur to sit there for at least half the ride. “Ready, sahib,” Arthur said. Gene thought he might suffocate before the sun rose.


They turned out of the drive and down the lane and passed the procession along the side of the road. As Mr. Hinton slowed the car, the men kept their heads down and continued walking on their steady and gentle march to the river.
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They took a right turn off Grand Trunk Road, and suddenly the station was right in front of them. The rich red brick blended in with the city and yet stood out at the same time—too organized, too neat, too British. As the car made its stop-and-go progress down the road, Gene felt his stomach churn. Without thinking, he raked his fingers through his hair, patted it down, then straightened his collar.


“Boys, try to look decent now,” Mrs. Hinton called over her shoulder. “Pith helmets on. And sit up straight!” She held her compact in one hand as she pinched color into her cheek.


“He won’t be seeing us in the car, Mother,” said John. Mrs. Hinton snapped the mirror shut and turned around, glaring. The boys shifted to more presentable positions.


Only a few vendors were set up in their stalls this early, but the energy around the station always felt the same, always the buzz of anticipation for those who were leaving and those coming home.


Mr. Hinton slowed the car.


“Oh, get closer,” said Mrs. Hinton. “I don’t want to make him walk so far.”


Mr. Hinton somehow managed to wedge the car in between two stalls, its destitute appearance blending in with the humble surroundings. They didn’t worry about leaving it there but instead headed for the station without a look back, dodging hawkers and waste in the street. Much earlier than they had planned to arrive, they sought out the friendly chai wallah and waited by his cart. The old man’s face lit up at the sight of them, salaaming with incantations of “Padre Sahib! Padre Sahib!” Mr. Hinton salaamed back and inquired in Bengali about his health, as the man poured the tea, the freshest of the day.


Gene took his cup and looked around the station. People running late dodged and zipped past everyone, minding the train whistles. Guards slapped their canes to wake the sleepers scattered on the pavement. Gene was used to rushing around, too, always running late for the train to and from school. But today he had time. He saw the girl, no older than himself, rock her baby back and forth in one arm while holding the other aloft as she pleaded with the people who passed by. A cow stood in the archway, flicking away flies with its ears and long eyelashes, chewing something it had no doubt found on the street.


Gene listened to the din of the market echoing off the brick. Clattering tiffin boxes knocked against travelers’ thighs while a tide of shouts flowed through the arches from outside. All around, Gene saw haggard faces, but he couldn’t help smiling every time he came to Howrah Station. The noise, for all its abrasion and ugliness, was one of his favorite things about being home from school. All the sounds of Bengal forced their way into his ears, and he didn’t dare cover them for fear of missing something, anything. In a place like this, so close to the crowded, hot Calcutta, there was no such thing as a breath of fresh air. But the sound breathed life through every being. It pumped through Gene, invigorating him like oxygen, and swam around him until he could almost see it, as rich and packed as the bazaar, as finely detailed as a tapestry, as deep as indigo dye. He closed his eyes and the noise magnified, and he knew that it was something that would never cease.


“Padre Sahib!” A voice struck through his reverie. “Look, Baba, it’s the Hintons!”


It was Ved Hari, an Anglo-Indian friend in Will’s class at boarding school. Ved waved and made his way with his parents through the crowd toward the tea stall.


“Mr. Hari, how d’you do?” Mr. Hinton said, extending a hand to Ved’s father.


“Very good. Do let me buy you another cup, padre. Meeting relatives too?”


“Yes, Judge Ellis is stopping here on his way from Bombay. He’s just been on holiday to South Africa, if you can believe it. And no, that’s all right, I’ve had plenty.”


“What a beautiful sari, Mrs. Hari,” Mrs. Hinton said. “And Ved, you’re looking smart! Someone special visiting?”


Mrs. Hari smiled modestly and looked to her husband.


“No one like Mr. Ellis anyway,” Mr. Hari said. “Is he a high court judge now?”


Mrs. Hinton beamed. “Soon, I imagine. But he’s still stationed in Simla.”


“Oh? Trouble up there, I heard.”


“Don’t worry, he’s been on holiday. Far away from all that.”


Will elbowed Ved. “Training hard for the Games, Ved?”


“Sure I am. Only a month away. And someone’s got to unseat the Hinton relay team this year. You know, I think it’s unfair you’re all on the same team.”


“Take it up with the judge,” said John.


“I’m just saying you’re all so fast. Well, except—”


“Veddie, we’re missionary boys,” said Lee. “We do everything together.”


“Besides,” said Will, “Gene’s so slow, it evens out.”


“It doesn’t matter. It’s just a farce put on by the British anyway,” Gene mumbled, but then caught the glare from his oldest brother. He sank back behind Lee.


“Well. Dad cares,” John said. “Says it’s good press for the mission. We get a chance to see some donors we don’t normally mix with. That, and anyone new to Calcutta is always curious to know who those strapping American boys are who are always winning.”


“We’re working on Gene,” said Lee. “He’ll be the next Jesse Owens soon enough.”


Will scoffed.


“Who?” said Ved.


“American,” said Will, brightening. “They say he’ll be the star in Berlin. Set three world records last year! Haven’t you been listening to the radio?”


“I don’t listen to American radio,” Ved said. “Except when we’re away at school. Then it’s all anyone does. Remember last year? All the girls from John’s year skipped German to listen to the Academy Awards.”


“Well, we’ll bring ours when we go back, and we can listen to the Olympics,” said Will.


“I just hope India shows strong in field hockey,” said Ved.


The Haris exchanged more pleasantries with Mr. and Mrs. Hinton, then quickly made off for their platform. As they disappeared into the crowd, John shook his head and muttered, “We’re not losing to an Anglo team, that’s for sure.”













CHAPTER 2





The Hintons navigated through the station to Platform 1 and located the first-class section. Mountains of trunks already stood outside the train cars. Arthur waded into the pile and emerged carrying two massive suitcases marked with G. H. E. in gold.


“Arthur, you remember his luggage?” Gene asked.


“Certainly, sahib.”


“That’s him!” John shouted, looking somewhere in the direction of the train. But Gene couldn’t see over the people.


“Oh, he’s got a carpetbag. Arthur, go and help him,” Mrs. Hinton said.


Arthur set the suitcases down with a thud and hurried through the crowd. When he popped out again, a pristine bag swayed in his hand and a massive, imperious man shadowed him.


Somehow the judge’s khaki shirt held its starchiness, even in the humidity and cramped quarters of the train, as if too terrified to dare wrinkle. The gold buckle of his belt, straining to enclose his circumference, looked as though it might pop open at any moment. He held his topi in his left hand, revealing silver-tipped hair combed impeccably to the side. He looked older than Gene had imagined, the plain, white ascot around his neck hanging just low enough to expose his sagging jowls. His round spectacles magnified his eyes, as though he might be capable of seeing twice as much as the average person. Gene pushed himself forward so that he could be seen by this man.


The judge cracked his neck in the way of one who has been on a long train journey. His gaze passed over each of them. He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and covered his nose, inhaling deeply. In a rough voice that seemed to come from his entire being, he said, “First class can keep them out but not their smell.”


Everyone laughed, John the loudest. Gene pretended to, watching Arthur set down the bag on the platform and rub his knuckles.


“Nothing ever does.” Mrs. Hinton hugged the judge tightly. He kissed her cheek and laid a hand on her waist, then let go, extending it toward Mr. Hinton. Mr. Hinton hesitated before taking it, a flat smile appearing a half second later.


“Hinton, how are you?” the judge said in his British accent. “Good, good. Grand. Looking swell. Boys. John! Eighteen already?” He gave a handshake to each of them, Gene last. As the judge’s hand slipped away, Gene was astonished to find a piece of paper in his palm. He looked at it quickly, before anyone else could see. It was a folded twenty-rupee note. He looked up, meaning to thank the judge, but he had already moved on. Gene stuffed the note into his pocket and noticed with pride and a little guilt that his brothers remained empty-handed.


Though the judge seemed to be saying hello to each of them, his eyes were looking away, scanning the platform. As he put a hand to his hip, the hem of his jacket rose just enough to reveal a holstered pistol, the handle a gleaming ivory. He snapped his topi on and looked over his shoulder. “Where are my things?”


“We’ve already got them for you, Uncle Ellis!” John said, giving one of the trunks a knock.


“Ah? Right then.” The judge put both fists on his hips and rotated this way and that, and the crowded platform began to clear around him.


Six dark-skinned men in regiment dress remained, at a distance but at attention, large guns resting on their shoulders. Black bandoliers decorated with gold trim hung across their chests, and shined buttons ran in neat rows down their jackets. They wore turbans, which were uncommon in Bengal. The humidity and the heaviness of cotton made one’s head continuously sweat—and indeed, Gene could already see damp outlines on the fabric. Despite their unflinching faces, they looked terribly uncomfortable.


“Ellis, are these men with you?” Mrs. Hinton said.


“Just a precaution. Afghans, you see, not Indians. I’ve learned they’re a safer bet. More reliable at least. Heard there’s been trouble here lately.”


“Well, we aren’t a little hill station,” she said. “People are bolder. This is Bengal—they don’t mind telling you what they think. Don’t forget, it’s different out here.”


“Believe me, I won’t.”


“But we mustn’t let it spoil your visit,” Mrs. Hinton said, and patted his back.


“It’s no way to live, but Simla insists they go where I go. I’ve arranged a car for today.”


“But there’s room in our—” Mrs. Hinton began.


“Then let’s get along,” Mr. Hinton interrupted. “You still remember the way?”


“Of course. Now let’s get as far away from here as possible.”


Lee reached toward the carpet bag at Arthur’s feet, but John leaped forward and snatched it away.


“I’ll take your bag for you, Uncle Ellis,” he said, beaming at the judge, but his uncle had already turned to go.


As the family followed in the judge’s wake, Gene took one last look at the platform. Arthur struggled with the trunks until a porter stepped in to help. He looked remarkably like their servant, same stringy limbs and kind eyes. Gene felt in his pockets for a tip, but the twenty-rupee note would be far too much. So he skipped ahead toward the car, leaving the two men to struggle behind.
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The judge’s glossy, black car made it to the house first and looked out of place when the Hintons pulled their jalopy up behind it. The ride home had been just as bumpy and cramped as the ride to the station, and the boys sprang from the car the minute it jolted to a stop. Gene rubbed his shoulders and took a few steps as his brothers bounded up to the front door. All around, the guards inspected the yard, familiarizing themselves with the geography of the place.


The Big House owed much of its name to the wide verandah wrapping around it. Without it, the house was quite small, though its whitewashed cement walls were a far cry from the mud huts in the village. First built by British officers, the house had been maintained by a succession of tenants, but its splendor was steadily diminishing. All that remained of its old luxury was an overgrown tennis court on the north side in the shade. The court kept a year-round coating of sticky juice from the surrounding mango trees, and the clean boundary lines painted by the British soldiers were interrupted by tree roots breaking through the pavement in their inexorable reclaiming of the land.


The doors and windows of the house remained open for much of the year, as they were now, although the curtains helped to keep flies out, fluttering in the breeze like waving handkerchiefs. As far as the family was concerned, the greatest difference between indoors and outdoors was not whether there were walls around you but if there was a roof overhead. And as far as any animal was concerned, the house was home to it as well. Gene liked the miniature geckos that Arthur called tiktikies, which were no larger than Gene’s thumb. Though they occasionally found their way into boots and rice bowls, Gene always let them stay in the house because of their knack for hunting insects, especially mosquitos. And as a bonus, he liked their pleasing faces. It was not uncommon for Gene to find one meekly smiling down at him through the mosquito netting in the morning.


And the house remained open to other humans as well. Now it was Uncle Ellis, of course, but Gene knew his brothers disliked the surprise of finding a native other than Arthur inside their home; however, it was what the Hintons were in India for. It usually happened like this: Gene would come in for supper to see extra places set at the table. Sometimes it would be for two, a mother and child, or even a whole family. And they all would sit there at the table together. Gene never minded, except for the fact that the visitors usually didn’t speak or even look at them. Their eyes shifted around the room, marveling not at all shyly at the house.


But instead of marveling, these Afghan guards scrutinized the cobwebs under the eaves, the patchwork lawn, the weathered front steps. Gene got the sense that he himself was being judged, and it was then that he realized they were used to Simla, the hot-season retreat of the Raj, the summer homes of important officials and their muslin-clad families. What must this battered, backwater missionary home look like to them?


The judge leaned against the side of his car. He struck a match and held it to his pipe, shielding it from the nonexistent breeze.


“Just not in the house, please,” Mr. Hinton said.


The judge exhaled the smoke in two forceful streams from his nostrils. He lifted his chin. “They’ve finally lent you an automobile,” he said. “Well, I should hope you don’t drive it very often. Looks about to give out.”


“Not lent,” Mr. Hinton said. “Donated from the mission.”


“Hm. No giving it back then.” With his left hand, he flicked the extinguished match into the dirt. “I could see about getting you a better one.”


Mr. Hinton did not respond but turned his head to the side, avoiding the smoke.


Mrs. Hinton stepped in. “Thank you, Ellis. But we’re quite grateful for what we have. We’ve come a long way since you saved us from that little hut in Contai.” She took his arm and let him lead her up the front steps. Pausing, she said, “Now, I’ve got a large supper to whip up tonight. You’d all better stay out of my way.”


“Still haven’t changed,” said the judge. He smiled as he looked at her. “Perhaps I’ll get some shooting practice in. Dare say I’m getting rusty.”


“Nonsense. You should wash up; that journey must’ve been ghastly,” Mrs. Hinton said. “Arthur, ready a bath for Mr. Ellis.”


From the driveway, Arthur struggled to untie the trunks from the top of the car. The jute rope had begun to wind its way around his body somehow, and it was all he could do to find a free hand to wave in acknowledgment. “Yes, memsahib.”













CHAPTER 3





After he drew the bath but before it was time to start on supper, Arthur found himself with a rare moment of idleness. The only place he wanted to be was far away from the Big House, which he could already feel growing sour from the distinct odor of British sweat soaking through khakis. The Hintons were too distracted by their own excitement over the judge’s arrival to notice Arthur slip away. He often borrowed the Padre Sahib’s rusted bicycle for errands and now found it leaning against the latrine. He shooed a few ants off the saddle, then pedaled down the lane. If anyone said anything, he could always say he was foraging for bay leaves or other such herbs for cooking.


The sky was sickly overcast, like the shell of an egg. Still, Arthur reveled in the wind as he sped around corners, eager to get away. It wasn’t a feeling he had often—in fact, he quite liked the sprawling Hinton residence, overgrown and neglected as it might be. But today, he imagined nothing better than the feeling of bicycle tires spinning over dirt, the sun at his back, and the gentle downward slope as he pedaled for the river.


The route to the ghats along the Kangsabati River wound south past the police line, a leafy compound where officers and their families lived, and the new cinema hall, which didn’t look new at all. As he wheeled past wizened men squatting in conversation and barefoot children chasing each other through alleys, he felt his apprehension at the judge’s arrival dissipate until he could almost believe the man didn’t exist at all. But then he would catch sight of a comically bulbous pith helmet, the rigid khaki uniform, the shiny buttons, and the ruddy faces of those who are not meant for the sun—the British police officers. And he would have his guard up again, their glares a little too long, a little too pointed, as if they suspected everyone. He often found himself imagining what it would be like if, one day, they all of a sudden left and never returned.


Eventually, he came to a quiet dead end where an ancient banyan tree grew and under it waited a green bicycle lashed against a post. Arthur smiled—he had hoped his friend Neer would be here, and sure enough, Arthur recognized the man with the newly shaved head crouching by the water.


“Only mad dogs and Englishmen go out in the noonday sun,” Arthur called down to him.


“And sons who have lost their fathers, apparently,” Neer answered, not rising from his position.


Arthur swung off the bike and walked to his friend. “I’m sorry I didn’t come this morning. You know I was—”


“Yeah, busy-busy,” Neer wobbled his head and squinted out across the water, then finally looked at Arthur, who was glad to see that his eyes were dry. “I wish I could have missed it myself, but you know. The eldest son must take all the responsibility. But what was the point? My father was gone a long time ago, the last years were just . . .”


Arthur knew. It seemed like every time he ran into Neer at the market, the man was buying herbs and tinctures for his father’s pain. Neer’s wife could have done it, but Arthur respected Neer for going himself, for doing this last deed for his father at the end.


Neer exhaled. “Anyway, I had to get away. My sisters have been wailing since dawn.”


“Sitting by a muddy river is better, na?” Arthur joked, then immediately regretted it—Neer’s father’s ashes were somewhere in this very muddy river, and it felt like a disrespectful thing to say.


Perhaps Neer hadn’t heard him or else wasn’t in the mood to banter, for he just bowed his head and pushed a toe into the mud, sinking it with gradual but deliberate force until the water seeped up from the earth and clouded around his skin. Out past the lily pads that hugged the banks, the river punts glided along the oily water. Arthur watched a piece of garbage float in its wake. He picked a branch from the ground and tossed it a few meters away. To his surprise, out of the brush came a stray dog after it, her tail wagging, a bounce in her stride. With the twig in her teeth, she rambled back to Arthur and dropped it at his feet, then sat back on her haunches and waited. Stunned, Arthur thought she must play this game often with the street children, but he was in no mood. He turned from her, and eventually he heard her footsteps scratch over the rocky bank, up and away, probably off to the road, where a more suitable playmate could be found.


“Silly, isn’t it?” Neer spoke after a time. “This place is so sacred just because Gandhiji stopped here to dip his toes in it ten years ago. He probably doesn’t even remember where Midnapore is.”


“Nobody does,” Arthur replied. “Me, I don’t know anywhere but Midnapore. These Hinton boys go all over, the Himalayas for boarding school, Europe for holiday; I walk to the other side of the river and think I’ve traveled the world.”


“Ever think about leaving?”


“Where would I go?”


Neer seemed to think about it. “Maybe you just need to meet a woman who will give you a reason to think bigger.”


Arthur laughed. “What’s with you? Talking about my marital status is an odd way to grieve your father.”


“Sorry, sorry. I just can’t imagine the last few years without Vaikha. It’s not such a bad thing, to have a wife.”


“I don’t need a wife. I know how to cook and do the shopping.”


“You think that is all a wife is good for?”


Arthur didn’t answer but let the buzzing horseflies fill the silence. It was not lost on him how generous it was of Neer, on the day his own father died, to think of Arthur and his solitary life. Maybe he should listen.


“But it’s too late,” Arthur muttered. “I’ve already given up on finding a match.”


“You’re younger than me,” Neer answered. “Your hair is still more black than it is gray.”


“And I am too busy, with my duties to the—”


“That pardeshi family? Oh, come on. When will you stop being their pet?”


“I’m not their pet—they give me a job, and I do it, and they pay me.”


Neer looked at him hard, making Arthur uncomfortable. Why did he always have to defend his work with the Hintons to everybody?


“If they give you food and water but would kick you out on the street just as soon as they get the notion to, tell me—how is that not like a dog?”


Arthur swallowed. He ran a palm over the back of his neck, wiping off the sweat, gathering himself. “Because they wouldn’t kick me out. Not unless I gave them a reason to.”


His friend seemed to sense that they were at an impasse. Neer softened, sighed, and broke his gaze away. The far banks of the river were dappled with white birds, all ebbing and flowing with the breeze. It was indeed a peaceful place, and Arthur could see why Neer had come here to get away.


“Well. All I am saying is they can take care of themselves by now. So you can sneak away for an hour or two to meet some girl. They hardly miss you right now, na?”


“An hour or two?” Arthur bent to pick up a stone from the rocky bank. He held the weight of it, and with his thumb, he worried the grit from its crevices. “Is that all it takes to make a marriage?”


Neer pushed up from his thighs, finally standing fully in front of Arthur. “Well, maybe it doesn’t need to be a marriage. The wedding, all that, maybe it’s too much for you. But you know, times are changing. Maybe you can just talk to a woman, and then see where it goes.”


Arthur frowned at his friend. “You mean . . . courting?”


Neer wobbled his head. “I think it’s called that. I don’t know, Vaikha and I were arranged.”


“Ah, why am I even listening to you. You don’t know what you’re talking about. No girls do courting. No mother would let their girls do that.”


“That’s what I’m saying, this country is changing! Come on. I have a cousin in Kharagpur. See? Something in common. You can buy her some chai and tell her all about how you grew up there. Her parents sell sweets in the bazaar. Will you just try? I lost my father today—will you give me this at least?”


“I don’t know why you care so much,” Arthur said.


Neer’s responding grin meant he could tell Arthur was giving in. “I want to find some happiness in this day. Even if it isn’t for me.”


At that moment, a yelp echoed from up the road, followed by shouting from a harsh British voice. Arthur whirled around and caught sight of one of the British officers he had passed earlier now taking a swing at the stray dog with his lathi. The mutt lunged away with her tail tucked, then paused once out of reach to look over her shoulder at the officer as if bewildered at the outburst. The officer wasn’t done. He removed his pith helmet—as if it would make him run faster—and started after the dog, who was caught off guard enough to allow the officer to get in a kick at her ribs.


The dog took off running again, and before Arthur knew it, she was on top of him, eyes wild and ears flattened. She had knocked Arthur over in her agitation, and despite the commotion, he couldn’t help thinking that he hadn’t another clean shirt for serving supper. He’d have to keep his back to the wall to hide the mud.


“Keep your filthy dog to yourself!” the officer shouted down at them.


Neer scowled as he helped Arthur to his feet. “Should we tell every dog in India to leave him alone too?”


Arthur laughed and gave the stray a pat on the head. She rolled onto her back and looked up at him with watery eyes and perked ears, and as he rubbed her belly, there was something about the way her brows twitched that made him think she had known all along the kind of mischief she was getting into with the officer. Arthur was about to push her away again when she put a paw on his bare foot—gently, with no weight on it—and licked his dusty shin.


“This is the most attention any girl has given me in years,” Arthur said, and though he meant it as a joke, it made him feel alarmingly sad. Perhaps he should listen to Neer. “All right, I’ll meet your cousin. If she would like to meet me, anyway.”


“That’s it!” Neer slapped a hand on his knee and grinned. “I’ll tell her and send you a chit when it’s all set.” He walked up to Arthur and ruffled the fur on the stray, then smoothed it over again. “Thanks, girl, for talking my friend into some sense. Now, I’ve got to get back. Although I wonder if the aunties have even noticed I’ve been gone . . .”


Arthur watched his friend trot to his bicycle, where it waited under the banyan tree, then push off down the lane. He felt for Neer; the battle of his father’s illness had been longer than anyone could possibly take, and yet Neer had shouldered it as if it were weightless, simply a part of him, like an old coat he’d had forever. But Arthur knew—nobody came alone to the river if all was right.


Something soft and sticky touched his fingertips. He looked down to see the stray still by his side, busy licking the sweat from his skin.


“Stop it!” he hissed, eager now to get back to the Big House and on with his duties. “You think you are the first stray who’s ever begged at me? I have no more to give than you do!” But the dog backed off only half-heartedly, licking her snout as if she could still taste his sweat on her tongue. Her wagging tail gave Arthur a pit in his stomach—he couldn’t bring himself to turn her away again just yet. “All right, come on,” he sighed, beckoning her back. But as she approached, Arthur noticed a limp in her gait. The panting smile and wagging tail betrayed no pain, but the limp didn’t lie—the officer had gotten in a good blow.


To his surprise, Arthur felt a pang at the realization—he was just beginning to consider letting her follow him home. He imagined sneaking her past the Big House and into his hut, where she could keep him company, or else let her loose in the woods nearby to help chase away the monkeys. But he wouldn’t make her run all the way home, and besides, it was a silly idea. She was probably riddled with fleas.


“Sorry, girl,” he said, giving her one last pat. “Maybe I’ll see you here again, na?” He looked over her face and body and tried to remember the tawny marking shaped like a leaf over her eye, how her pricked ears were mismatched colors—one brown, one white—and the limp that he hoped would be gone should he see her again. It was pleasant to think so, anyway.


He threw a stick into the murky water and watched her jump after it, then quickly ran up the embankment before she noticed he was gone. He swung on the Padre Sahib’s bike, praying he hadn’t been gone long enough for the Hintons to notice yet, and pedaled swiftly for home. Neer’s words echoed in his mind: “When will you stop being their pet?” Was he right? Was Arthur a dog to them?


He passed the British officer from before, who watched from the shade of a nearby building, panting from the heat. Only mad dogs and Englishmen, Arthur thought. But then, it’s not so bad to be like a dog, loyal and trusting, so long as you have the teeth to fight back when you need to.













CHAPTER 4





Arthur hadn’t forgotten the last time the burra sahib had visited. The other boarders had run away, driven out by the judge’s antics. He had taken the mission’s shared car out for a joyride and returned it in even worse condition than it had already been in, after a harrowing hour with the judge at the wheel, the boys in the back seat, and Arthur holding on to the roof for dear life. But all had been forgiven by the Hintons when the burra sahib left a stack of rupees on his nightstand the morning he left. They ate like rajahs that week.


But he couldn’t think about it right now; it was dinnertime and he had a job to do. He had set the table before anyone was even down yet so that no one would see his soiled shirt. Now, with everyone seated and engrossed in conversation, if he just kept his back to the wall, they wouldn’t notice.


He moved the bamboo fans of the punkah above the dining table to and fro, trying to match the rhythm with his breathing. It had been a long time since they last had a guest worthy enough for a fanned dinner. But the wooden handle took to his hand like an old friend. He pulled it down to his navel in a fluid, gentle motion and felt the gust on his face. He released it then, guiding it up toward his heart. Down and up, down and up, in time with the crooked grandfather clock in the corner.


Ever since the judge had stepped off the train, Arthur had avoided him. He’d run the trunks up to the guest room while the judge was still downstairs. He’d made sure the room had everything the judge might need—water for washing, mosquito netting, kerosene in the lamps—to minimize the chance of having to go up again later.


Now that everyone was gorging themselves on food and the judge’s every word, Arthur was free to look all he wanted at the man. He wasn’t really their uncle, only a longtime family friend. Although in certain lighting Arthur swore he could see a resemblance between the burra sahib and John, the judge was absolutely different from the Hintons in nearly every other way. His sophisticated British mannerisms were practically royal compared to those of the missionary family, and Arthur couldn’t think for the life of him why he’d stay at the house with them. Usually he preferred to stay at the Grand in Calcutta and have them come to him for tea.


The judge had aged considerably. There was something unmistakable about him, something different, as if he were not the same person as before, but Arthur couldn’t yet determine why. One thing was certainly there that wasn’t before—the pistol at his hip as he sat down for dinner.


“Still haven’t found a cook?” the judge said.


“The mission can’t afford to give us one,” said Mrs. Hinton.


“But they can afford a car? And a fan boy?” The judge raised his glass in Arthur’s direction. Arthur felt as though he were being toasted. His back straightened.


“He’s more than a fan boy; he does practically everything besides the driving.”


“Has he a name?”


“Of course he does,” said Mr. Hinton. “His name is Arthur. He’s the same we’ve always had; you’ve met him before.”


Arthur nodded and smiled a little too broadly. He felt a breeze on his gums and closed his mouth. Of course the judge did not remember him. The family seemed to not know anything else to say about Arthur. Still pulling the handle of the fan, he watched the dishes pass through hands. He felt his stomach gurgle.


“What’s the news from Bombay?” Mr. Hinton asked.


“Nobody wants to hear about Bombay,” Mrs. Hinton said. “You’ve got to tell us about South Africa.” She leaned forward and set down her fork.


“Yes, Uncle Ellis, did you see a giraffe?” said Will. “I heard they’re as tall as the trees. Or a rhinoceros?”


“Yes, yes, yes.” The judge waved his handkerchief in front of his face, swatting the questions away. “I saw it all. And a lion pride too. I cursed myself that I didn’t have my hunting rifle. Don’t think I’ll ever get so lucky again. Of course I wasn’t expecting to see a lion on my way to the club, but I got lost and took a roundabout way, and there the thing was. All I could do was back away and hope it was too afraid of me to attack. And it just watched, lying there. Stupid thing.”


“It?” said Will. “Was it not a whole pride?”


“No, just one lion, just one lion. Pass the fig butter.”


“Looks like we’re all out,” Lee said.


“Arthur!” Mrs. Hinton said.


Arthur let go of the handle and took the empty dish. Brown streaks smudged the silver that he had spent all morning polishing. He bowed and backed out of the room as if he were in the presence of royalty, then made for the back door, careful to keep his footsteps silent.


The jar sat on the highest shelf in the cookhouse. He pulled it down and scooped out what he thought would be enough. Holding the open jar to his eye like a telescope, he decided he better just empty the whole thing. There still remained a few streaks inside, so he wiped a single finger on his dhoti, the fabric that hid under his tunic. He hooked his finger around the inside of the glass and pulled it out covered in goo. He popped it in his mouth and swirled his tongue around, the sweet flavor giving way to earthy nuttiness. God bless Mrs. Hinton. The memsahib did know how to cook. She had even gone to the bazaar herself to pick out the figs this time, not trusting Arthur to do it right. Last night she had stayed late in the cookhouse, the scent of boiling figs wafting from the door. Arthur had looked in to make sure she didn’t need any help, only to find her sweating over the stove, wrestling a large wooden spoon around in the pot. “Ellis’s favorite,” she had said. And then he understood, backing away. And now here it was, half gone. He picked up the replenished dish and hurried back to the house.


“What difference does it make if it’s there or not?” one of the boys was saying, as Arthur placed the dish back on the table like an offering, then retreated to the fan. “Besides, Uncle Ellis approves.”


“Course I do. I dare say every good family should have a racing track in their front yard.” The judge reached for the fig butter and began spreading it on his bread, turning toward Mrs. Hinton. “Didn’t you know I’m the one who started them off the first time? I believe I used my howdah pistol as the starting gun. It was so long ago. Gene wasn’t even born yet, were you Gene? Ha! Imagine that. Racing’s been in the family longer than you have. And it’s right that you finally get a proper course now. I remember you all could barely stand up again after leaping off the fence posts. You’ve got blocks now. That’s good. And just think—they’re not running around the house and up and down the porch anymore. They’re out of your way, don’t you see?”


“I already said it could stay,” Mrs. Hinton said.


“But even after the meet, don’t you think, Uncle Ellis?”


“Of course. There’s going to be another one next year and the year after that, isn’t there? Well, not for you, John, once you go back home to America. If you can even call it home—but don’t worry, the Americans will give you a run for your rupees there.”


“It’s a good thing I’m an American, then,” said John.


“Yes, we’re all so proud of him,” Mrs. Hinton said. “But it’s not for a long while. John’s going to wait a year. He won’t go without Will, and Will’s almost finished with school.”


“What’s the matter? Can’t brave the sea yourself?”


“It’s not the sea, it’s the States I’m worried about,” John said. “That’s how they say it there, isn’t it?”


“Call it what you want, but it’s the future. We can’t stay on, Ellis.” Mrs. Hinton laid a hand on the judge’s thick arm.


He looked for a moment at the delicate hand, then raised his stony face. “It’s about time you all got out of here. Even for missionary folk, it’s getting too dangerous. I’d come along with you if I could.” He patted Mrs. Hinton’s hand and reached for more fig butter. A dot of fig juice flung from the knife and splattered on the linen tablecloth. “Keep going, Arthur. It’s still blazing hot in India, you can be sure of that. There’s no stopping now.”


Arthur pulled the wooden handle again, and everyone seemed to liquify under the breeze of the punkah.


“That’s better. Ohhh, my. Nothing in the world could be as hot as this.” The judge took a bite of his bread. “So,” he said, chewing. “You’re done with the whole boarding house nonsense.”


“What makes you think that?” said Mrs. Hinton.


“Why, there’s no one around! And I thought you’d come to your senses at least by now. No matter how long you’ve been in this country”—he leaned forward as though to lower his voice, but it still came out booming as ever—“there’s no trusting them, especially in your own home.”


Slap! More fig butter. Arthur frowned at the excess. What a ridiculous pile of goop for a man whose shirt buttons were already bursting. He looked around the table at Mr. Hinton. The Padre Sahib did not seem to notice but instead was peppering his own meal.


“We’re proud of the work that we do for the mission, whether it’s here in our house or in the village.” Mr. Hinton set the pepper shaker down on the table with an authoritative thud.


The judge glanced at Mrs. Hinton, who nodded once. “Well. That’s grand. You know I’ve always supported you. Always. Very admirable thing. Why don’t you tell me all about the latest at the mission, then.”


The judge looked like he wanted to hear about anything but. Yet the padre began in his solemn voice relaying the goings on at the village, the latest sermon, the slew of repairs to the buildings that they meant to help with in the coming months. The judge’s eyes glazed over. The padre must have noticed. But he went on, preaching about God to a nonbeliever.


Arthur scratched at his stomach, wishing to remove it and thus his hunger. He’d never noticed so much waste go on in this house. Had they always been like this? Remembering his duties, he began pulling the handle with renewed vigor.


“That’s it, Arthur!” one of the boys said. “Now it feels like heaven in here.”


Arthur lowered his head. But when he peeked up again, his heart nearly stopped. The judge raised the piece of bread to his mouth, but this time with practically a knuckle’s height of fig butter on it. When he set it back down, a giant bite had been taken out, brown dripping all around.


Arthur wanted to look away but couldn’t. He felt the grimace on his face and knew it wasn’t proper to be anything but neutral, but he couldn’t help it. The fig butter oozed out onto the plate like a wound, and he felt his appetite fade. Whatever they were talking about around the table, he couldn’t hear or didn’t care. Why did it bother him so? If any of them were to look in his direction, they would have every right to slap the disgust off his face, it was so improper of him. But no one noticed, and it was only as the family rose and tossed the handkerchiefs on the tabletop and pushed their chairs out that he bowed his head.
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