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The dream came again last night, as it comes every night now. The patch of light 

on her face gets smaller and smaller as the bricks rise. First the mouth disappears, 

then the nose, until it is just her eyes, framed by black shadow and this is when I 

start to scream …  

 

My name is Thakur Pratap Ransingh Deogarh. I am the Maharajah of Raniganj. 

My family goes back for thousands of years in a direct line. Until the British came, 

we were a law unto ourselves: we made the laws, we judged the people, we 

claimed the taxes. We were the lords and masters of this land. And now I, I – 

Thakur Pratap Ransingh Deogarh, 27th in line of the Thakurs of Raniganj – have 

to answer to a pink-faced clerk for my actions.    

My grandfather despised the British, my father ignored them and was 

deposed. They took me from him young, educated me at Harrow and Oxford, and 

allowed me to ascend the throne on condition that I swore allegiance to the British 

Queen; I will not call her Empress. The clerk – who titles himself Resident – is 

here to ensure that I keep my oath, despite the fact that word of the Thakurs of 

Raniganj is sacred. One might argue, however, that an oath sworn under duress is 

no oath at all. 

Be that as it may, my relationship with the British is amicable. We have 

good hunting in our country. Tigers, wild boar, deer – the land is rich with wildlife 

– and European Princes and other nobles are often invited to play shikar with us. It 



 

  

is useful to keep the ear of those with influence and it seems all the royalty of 

Europe is connected, by blood or marriage, to the Old Sow.  

 

It was while I was playing shikar with a minor English nobleman that I first saw 

Parvati. We had been out hunting and were riding back past the home of my Chief 

of Police when a servant came out of the house, bowing and scraping, and begged 

us to honour the family by accepting some refreshments. I declined and said we 

would press on, but before we could move off a small girl of about eight or nine 

came running out carrying a tray of sweetmeats and some glasses of sherbet. As 

she stopped by my stirrup I saw two sparkling black eyes peeping at me over the 

rim of the tray. The baronet refused a sweetmeat. I toyed with the idea of insisting, 

just to watch him squirm, but abandoned the whim and turned back to the child.  

'What is your name?' 

'Parvati.' 

'An illustrious name for so small a girl,' I said smiling, for Parvati is, of 

course, a goddess – the wife of Shiva and the mother of Ganesh, the elephant-

headed god. 

She smiled back at me. She was not going to be a beauty. Her skin was too 

dark and her mouth too wide. But there was something dancing in her eyes and in 

her curving mouth that was better than beauty – mischief and a love of sensation.  

At first, I simply thought that she was a charming child. I had no children; 

my wife, Shakuntala, was barren – a misfortune for her, because I was duty bound 

to produce heirs, and would have to take another wife. Still, there was time for that 

and in the meantime I was well supplied with courtesans and dancers. But I found 

myself thinking of Parvati at the oddest moments. I began to drop in at Rai 

Bahadur's every time I returned from shikar. He was delighted by the unexpected 

honour and suspected nothing. Parvati usually served me and as she got to know 

me she began to lose her shyness. She sat beside me, prattled to me about her 

nursemaid and her friends, and allowed me to put sweetmeats in her mouth. I 



 

  

bought her little gifts, for while at Harrow I had read a much talked of translation 

of Vatsyayana's Kama Sutra by an anonymous Englishman, which was passing 

round the school. It gave advice to a man, among other things, on how to 'gain 

over a girl from her childhood to love and esteem him.'  

At first Rai Bahadur seemed flattered by my interest in his daughter, but as 

the weeks passed I saw him start to wonder. The next time I visited Parvati did not 

appear. After some time I asked Rai Bahadur casually where she was.  

'She is visiting her in-laws,' he replied. 

I rose to my feet. 'What do you mean?' 

I could see I had frightened him.  

He begged me to be seated again, offered me more sherbet, which I refused, 

started to stammer. 'She is b..betrothed, Huzoor, since birth, to a b..boy from our 

caste. Naturally they have never seen each other, but his p..parents wished to meet 

her now she is nearly old enough …' 

'Old enough for what?' I shouted. 'Don't you know the British laws about 

child marriage?' 

He blinked. Everyone knew that child marriages, and suttee too, went on 

under the Resident’s nose just as before. 

'Who is this boy?' 

'He is from a g..good family, M..Maharaj Ji, a fine b..boy ...' 

'His name!'  

Trembling, he told me.  

It was easily taken care of: the work of a few minutes. An effective ruler 

always keeps a few men around him who can be trusted to keep secrets, even from 

his Chief of Police.  

A week later I entered the house to the sound of weeping and wailing. Rai 

Bahadur came to meet me. His face was grey. 'Please excuse me, Huzoor, we have 

received bad news. It would be inauspicious to receive you today.' 

'What has happened?' 



 

  

He raised his eyes and I saw anger in them. I held his gaze until he looked 

down. 

'Parvati's betrothed husband ... he died suddenly two days ago. We received 

the news only this morning.' 

'A tragedy. How did it happen?' 

This time he did not look at me. 'Someone had given him a mango in the 

marketplace. He ate it and became sick. He died the same night.' 

I said again, 'A tragedy.' 

He said bitterly, 'Yes. But not only for him.' 

'What do you mean?' 

'Parvati is his widow. She will wed the fire tomorrow.' 

I said violently, 'Suttee has been banned by the British. They are looking 

for excuses to annex my land. An official of mine breaking such a law will give 

them that excuse.'  

'It will bring shame on our name, Huzoor. And how can she live on? A 

widow – dishonoured, impure?' 

'You imagine that these beliefs we hold are sanctioned by tradition, Rai 

Bahadur, but according to Vatsyayana – an ancient sage – a virgin widow may re-

marry.' 

'What man would marry her and bring such dishonour upon himself?' 

I waved my hand. 'Times are changing, Rai Bahadur. I need another wife. 

As you know, my wife is barren.' My words astonished even me. I had never 

intended to marry the girl. 

Now he looked stricken. Before he had not shed a tear at the prospect of his 

daughter being burned alive. 'Sh..she is not worthy of such honour, Excellency. 

You are far above her. And she is too young.' 

'I am a patient man, Rai Bahadur, as you know. I can wait. Parvati will live 

with my wife, who will train her up in all she needs to know.' 



 

  

He bowed his head but I could see that it was fear, not joy, that had silenced 

his protests.  

A strange father, I thought as I rode away, who welcomes his daughter 

being burnt alive, but grieves to see her become the consort of a king. 

 

Parvati’s arrival at the Palace was discreet, but in the following weeks as I rode 

around my kingdom I thought I detected something like scorn in the eyes of my 

lowliest subject.   

So far as Rai Bahadur was concerned, his daughter was dead, and I 

naturally ceased my visits to his house. In fact I gave up many of the pastimes that 

had previously afforded me so much amusement. I hardly played shikar unless I 

had important visitors to entertain. The courtesans lost their charm for me; 

Shakuntala had lost hers years before. Celibacy suited me now – it added to the 

sexual excitement that consumed me at the thought of Parvati. And what made it 

much, much better was that I knew it would be two or three years before she was 

old enough to satisfy my desires. 

I visited her the day after her arrival. She was red-eyed and pitiful, still 

crying for her mother, and confused, not understanding why she was here. I had, 

naturally, forbidden Shakuntala to tell her, afraid her jealousy would make her 

want to turn the girl against me. I did not want her to understand her future 

relation to me until I had won her over. For the moment I simply pinched her 

cheek and told her she would be safe. 

She looked more composed the next afternoon and even tried to smile at the 

wooden doll I brought for her, although her lips were quivering so much she could 

hardly manage it. Patience, patience, I told myself. It was like stalking a doe – 

though this was the most exciting shikar I had ever played. Over the next weeks I 

visited her daily, a doll, some sweetmeats or flowers for her hair, which she 

allowed me to plait into it, and gradually she became at ease with me and greeted 



 

  

me with smiles and laughter, even feeling in my pockets to see what I had brought 

her. 

My fears about Shakuntala proved unfounded. She treated Parvati like the 

daughter she had never had and sometimes looked at me as though it was I, not 

Parvati, who was intruding.  

The Kama Sutra had now become my bible. I consulted it daily, following 

its advice faithfully. I bought her little presents, played games in which she 

searched my hands for gifts, unclasping my fingers one by one, putting her little 

hands into my trouser pockets to grope for toys. We played blind man's buff and 

she laughed shrilly in delighted terror as I cornered her and ran my hands over her 

body, pretending not to recognise her through my blindfold. She was still so 

innocent then. Often when I arrived I would find her sitting on Shakuntala’s knee 

or playing with her hair and she would pout and sulk when I asked Shakuntala to 

leave us, which she did reluctantly. 

 

One day, while playing shikar, I shot a monkey by mistake. This caused 

consternation among the beaters, because among these ignorant and superstitious 

people it is considered very bad luck to harm a monkey – all monkeys being 

followers of Hanuman, revered devotee of Rama, and rescuer of his wife, Sita, 

when she was abducted by the monstrous Ravana. When we went forward to look 

at the corpse we discovered a baby monkey still clinging to its mother's fur. It had 

been stunned by the fall from the tree.  

I took it home and gave it to Parvati who raised it by hand. It was a pleasure 

to watch her gentleness with the tiny creature and imagine her one day feeding my 

children with the same motherly tenderness. I had a cage made from solid gold, 

which she hung in our pleasure garden from one of the pillars of the swinging bed.  

 

So two years passed and Parvati was twelve and beginning to show signs of 

becoming a woman. It was time to move on to the next stage of Vatsyayana's 



 

  

instructions. Parvati was now too shy to sit on my knee, but I sat close beside her 

as I told her a story or hid some precious gift in my hand. I would put my foot as 

though accidentally upon hers, or hold her close just that little bit too long when I 

caught her in blind man's buff. Each time I found it harder to restrain myself and 

would go away burning with passion.  

There were, of course, always courtesans available for my relief but they 

suffered from my neglect and pouted when they saw me, for I did not want to 

consummate such excitement, as no other woman had ever aroused in me, with 

anyone but her. I walked around in a state of exaltation so profound that my 

courtiers began to despair of me, because I had begun to make decisions 

whimsically, and had freed a woman accused of poisoning her husband because 

her eyes reminded me of Parvati’s. 

I was now at the next stage of Vatsyayana's instructions: having gained 

Parvati's trust, it was now time to awaken an awareness of sexual pleasure. I 

ordered ivory carvings of entwined lovers, employed musicians to sing ghazals in 

which lovesick fellows pleaded with their mistresses. All went to plan. The only 

fly in the ointment was Parvati's fondness for her pet monkey. She would be 

playing with him when I arrived, chasing him round with peals of laughter, trying 

to catch him as he swung from cage to lamp to the cords that tied the tent 

hangings, and refuse to stop when I asked her to. She would pout when I put him 

back in his cage and refuse my gifts sulkily. His chittering as we talked began to 

irritate me; he would sit there watching us with his round black eyes and then 

draw back his lips and imitate the sounds I made until Parvati laughed out loud. 

A year passed and the time came at last when my wife reluctantly informed 

me that Parvati had become a woman. I suspected it had happened some time 

before, but Shakuntala could no longer conceal it for Parvati had begun to develop 

womanly ways. The marriage took place quietly and now began the period I had 

anticipated for so long.  



 

  

Vatsyayana advised taking time to dispel the bride’s fears, only Parvati was 

not afraid of me. On the contrary, she regarded me so much as her playmate that 

when I began to speak to her romantically, to sigh, to tell her how I could not sleep 

for thinking of her, as Vatsyayana recommends, she tittered, ridiculed me and 

encouraged her monkey to imitate my sighs. I tried to practice the types of kiss 

recommended by Vatsyayana – the nominal, the throbbing and the touching kisses 

– but it was hard to ignore her wriggles and protests. In the end I had to ask the 

doctor to administer her a drink made from poppy, which made her pliant to my 

wishes. After that she ceased protesting and as I caressed her a dreamy look would 

come into her eyes. She even began to ignore the monkey, which took a great 

interest in our proceedings and often clapped its hands together as though in 

admiration or ridicule.  

Gradually, as the days passed I grew closer to my objective but still I held 

off from consummation, for I could not bear that so much patience and waiting 

should come to an end. I wanted to show her the pleasure a woman could 

experience, the pleasure that brings forth the cries from her mouth that the Kama 

Sutra describes as follows: ‘The sound hin, the thundering sound, the cooing 

sound, the weeping sound, the sound phut, the sound phat, the sound sut, the 

sound plat ... and those that are expressive of prohibition, sufficiency, desire of 

liberation, pain or praise, and to which may be added sounds like those of the 

dove, the cuckoo, the green pigeon, the parrot, the bee, the sparrow, the flamingo, 

the duck ...' At the conclusion of congress, according to Vatsyayana, the sounds 

that should be forthcoming from the woman are those of the quail and the goose. 

Over the following weeks I attempted to elicit these from Parvati, but 

though I used all the techniques described by the sage, she failed to produce the 

sounds described. This worried me, but I was determined not to weaken until she 

was ready. 

On the morning of the appointed day my self-control failed. The previous 

afternoon I imagined I had heard her make some faint sounds suggestive of a 



 

  

sparrow or a dove, and had had to tear myself away before excitement overcame 

my resolve to follow Vatsyayana’s every step. I knew she would not expect me till 

the afternoon but I could not wait a minute longer. I left the munshi – who was by 

now accustomed to my inattention – tut-tutting over the figures, and rushed 

through the women's quarters to our pleasure garden. As I closed the door behind 

me I heard sounds that puzzled me.  

Peering round one of the hangings that formed the tent I saw Parvati lying 

on the swinging bed, her head tilted back, her eyes closed. She was moaning, and 

as I watched in puzzlement, her cries mounted until she began to emit sounds like 

those of a wild bird. It seemed she had reached the ‘green pigeon’ stage of her 

own accord!  

I was so overcome with lust that I could no longer control myself and was 

just about to throw myself upon her and reap the harvest of years of careful 

sowing and nurturing, when I noticed her skirt moving strangely. As I stared, 

astonished, I saw something like a furry black snake emerge from under her skirt 

and coil itself around her ankle. I recoiled in terror, but in the next moment I 

realised the golden cage was empty. With a cry of rage I stumbled towards the 

bed, but it was too late. Before I could reach her, her body convulsed, her voice 

rose and, unmistakably, I heard the cries of the quail and the goose mingled in 

celebration!  

I reached her side in a moment and seized the tail, which was still 

oscillating to and fro. In my rage, I wrenched the monkey away from her, swung 

him through the air and crushed his head against one of the pillars that supported 

the swinging bed. The corpse fell to the bed next to Parvati, spattering her with 

blood. She screamed and recoiled in terror and grief and as she looked up at me I 

saw undisguised hatred in her eyes. Like one possessed, I fell upon her and 

consummated our marriage with the all the violence of three years of self-denial.  

 



 

  

Afterwards Parvati was ill and for a time we feared that she would die. Shakuntala 

nursed her day and night, but she developed a brain fever and screamed 

hysterically at the mere mention of my name.  

The doctor advised me to give her time. 'Women are very delicate natured, 

Huzoor. It is necessary to utilise patience.'  

Such an undeserved reproach incensed me. Had I not been a very 

monument of patience? I saw contempt in his eyes and longed to chastise him for 

his impudence, but I bit my lip. It was impossible that I – Thakur Pratap Ransingh 

Deogarh – should admit to being cuckolded by a monkey! 

I returned to the courtesans, took up shikar again. In the next few months I 

exceeded the total of tigers shot in my father's and grandfather's time. The 

Resident joined the munshi in shaking his head and clicking his tongue in 

disapproval. But none of these distractions served their purpose, which was to take 

my mind off Parvati.  

In the end I decided to travel – to go to Europe and visit Monte Carlo and 

Nice, London and Paris. I could not stay in one place, could not allow myself to 

think, to remember what I had lost. When my mail caught up with me I refused to 

open it and returned it all to the Resident. Let him earn his money for once.  

For six months I tried to bury the memory of her in girls with plump pink 

bodies and yellow hair. But it was no good and in the end I decided to return 

home.  

 

I arrived in April, as the hot season was reaching its peak, on the day of Hanuman 

Jayanti, the festival of the monkey god. I rode on the state elephant back to the 

Palace, carrying the absurd clipped poodle that I had acquired in Nice as a present 

for Parvati. Unfortunately the voyage had not agreed with the creature. He looked 

bedraggled and weak, but I knew that Parvati would enjoy nursing him back to 

health.  



 

  

At the banquet held to welcome me, famous musicians had been summoned 

from Lucknow to sing ghazals, beautiful new dancers swirled and languished at 

my feet, singing of their unrequited love and breaking hearts. And I felt nothing, 

as I had felt nothing throughout my stay in Europe. Gambling at Monte Carlo – 

losing thousands on one throw of the dice – my heartbeat had not even quickened. 

The poodle enjoyed it however. He gorged himself on the luxurious dishes and 

expensive sweetmeats prepared for the occasion, although he regurgitated them all 

soon after. 

I was just about to halt the celebrations and retire to bed when the doctor 

approached me, grinning and bowing.  

'Maharaj Ji, on this doubly auspicious day, I have the honour to announce 

to you that your wife has given birth to a child. ... A son, huzoor! An heir to 

Raniganj!'  

The blankness of my expression must have struck him for he faltered and 

stopped. 

I said slowly, 'Shakuntala has had a child?' I had been so sure she was 

barren. Anyway I could not remember the last time I had had congress with her. A 

terrible suspicion entered my mind.  

The doctor saw it there and said hastily, 'My Lord, not Rani Shakuntala. It 

is Rani Parvati who has given birth to your son. He was born earlier than 

expected. As soon as she heard of your arrival her pains started, as though she 

could not wait another moment to present you with an heir. Maharaj, he is small, 

but he is a healthy boy!'  

He waited for me to express my delight but I could say nothing. Parvati 

giving birth to a child? It was inconceivable.  

'Why did nobody inform me that she was expecting?' 

'M..Maharaj Ji! I wrote to you many times, reporting her progress.' 

'I must see her.' 



 

  

'She is weak, Huzoor. She has lost a lot of blood, and tonight she needs 

rest.' He saw me hesitate and added, 'Her excitement on seeing you may be too 

much for her.' 

A brilliant explosion signalled the start of the fireworks on the bank of the 

lake and the sky filled with colour, obliterating the stars. 

 

The next day my son was to be presented to me and acknowledged as my heir 

before the whole court. A small procession from the women's quarters carried the 

child through to the Durbar Hall. A maidservant carried him in her arms and close 

behind her came Parvati, thin and pale, leaning on Shakuntala’s arm. I approached 

and spoke directly to her. 

'Parvati, are you well?' I tried to intimate, in my loving tone of voice, that 

all sorrow was in the past, all transgressions had been forgiven. She was, after all, 

the mother of my son – twenty-eighth in line to the Thakurs of Raniganj.  

She looked at me with an odd smile and gestured towards the infant, which 

had been placed in a cradle. I looked down at my son and heir, who was lying 

silent. He was small and dark and wizened-looking. Soft downy fur covered his 

face; his eyes were round and black. As he returned my gaze, he drew his lips back 

from his gums in a familiar grimace.  

I started back with a shout of terror. 

The doctor's hand gripped my arm, 'Huzoor, what is it?' Lowering his voice 

he said softly, 'There is no necessity for anxiety, Maharaj Ji. Premature baby often 

has facial hair. In a few days it will be gone, rest assured.' He hesitated. 'Huzoor, 

the people are waiting for you to name the child.' 

I felt dizzy. How could I give the name of my illustrious ancestors to this 

creature? I looked from Parvati’s blank face to Shakuntala’s. She smiled. Why did 

I feel she was on Parvati’s side and not mine?  

'He was born on Hanuman Jayanti, my Lord,' she said. 'What better name 

than that of the god on whose holy day he entered the world?'  



 

  

The astrologer, who had been waiting to prophesy the good fortune that 

surely lay in store for the child, stepped forward eagerly. 'It is a most auspicious 

sign, Huzoor!' 

The courtiers around us exclaimed with enthusiasm, 'Yes, yes, most 

auspicious. For the Prince to be born on Hanuman Jayanti – such a holy day! JAI 

HANUMAN! JAI HANUMAN!' The cry was taken up within the hall and passed 

to the crowd waiting outside.  

And so my heir was named for Hanuman, the Lord of the Monkeys. 

 

Like an elephant, I do not forget. A week later, when I judged Parvati had had 

time to recover, I paid her a visit. I took with me, as a love gift, the French poodle, 

who was unfortunately looking sicklier then ever and was barely able to stand. I 

seated myself upon the swinging bed in our love pavilion and awaited her arrival. 

She entered with her eyes lowered and held out a tray of sweetmeats. It was a 

masterstroke, surely intended to remind me of the occasion of our first meeting. 

As I took one, I said her name softly. She raised her eyes to mine and I saw the 

contempt in them. In a fury, I threw the sweetmeat on the floor. The poodle 

snapped it up before following me from the room. The next morning the dog was 

dead.  

'Unaccustomed heat and rich food, Maharaj Ji,' the doctor said. 'This type of 

dog is having a very delicate constitution.'  

Shakuntala wept and pleaded, insisting that she herself had baked the 

sweetmeats. But I knew better.  

There is only one fitting punishment for a woman who tries to poison her 

husband. She must be immured alive.  

 

She did not beg or scream as the bricks grew higher. If she had, I swear I would 

have forgiven her, embraced her, made her once more my wife, my queen, my 

lover. She simply stood and watched me with those dark, mocking eyes as the hole 



 

  

grew smaller. I dreamt of them that night and every night since. The next morning 

the pains started. 

Since I have realised that I can trust no one, I have come to appreciate 

Shakuntala’s devotion. Since Parvati’s death she has spared no effort in caring for 

me. Knowing the pain I suffer, she waits upon me day and night, preparing all my 

food and drink with her own hands. She allows no one to approach me, not even 

the doctor. At her instigation and that of the priests, I have offered sacrifices to the 

gods, undertaken penances, fasted – to no avail. Despite all her care, my health 

worsens daily. 

Meanwhile my heir flourishes, growing stronger every day. The people 

worship him as a god, and I dare not touch him, but when he looks at me I see the 

mockery in his round black eyes. One day last week I walked past his apartment 

and saw him mimicking me, ordering his servants to bow before him, swaggering 

round the room, the servants overcome with laughter. But in my presence he 

pretends obedience. 

All this I bear patiently. But the dream comes every night and wears me 

down. The shadow of the rising bricks crept over her mouth, her nose until only 

the eyes were left, staring, as I imagine them now… still staring, even through the 

wall behind which she was entombed alive.  

Her eyes follow me by night, and his by day, while the fire in my belly 

consumes me. 

 

*** 
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