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JYOTIRMOYEE  
DEVI SEN

The Mistress 
Wife

—Translated from the Bengali by Apala G. Egan

T he awaited invitation embossed with the royal 
seal arrived at last. She tore open the envelope 
in feverish haste and pored over the details. Rani 

Chandavatji, the third queen, had requested the pleasure 
of her company at a dance performance to be held at the 
palace. When Shethanijee was young, she had attended 
these festivities with her family, but, for some reason, the 
summonses had ceased. Throughout her childhood, dur-
ing the afternoons when time hung heavy, her grandmoth-
er would unlock a treasure chest of tales and weave stories 
replete with castles and kings, and queens and concubines, 
to an audience of enthralled children. 

The fabled abode loomed large over the kingdom and 
cast both its shadow and its spell over the inhabitants. Dur-
ing her preteen years, she would gaze as though in a dream 
at the edifice from her rooftop, impatient for the overtures 
to resume. When the maharaja and his sons rode on their 
elephants, the gilded howdahs on the pachyderms’ backs 
swaying gently, she, along with her brothers, sisters, and 
cousins, would race to the veranda to catch a glimpse of 
the procession in the distance. 

Holding the card in one hand, she waltzed to the ward-
robe to select clothing fit for a royal visit. Long skirts, choli 
blouses and veils in yellow, green, and cerulean reflecting 
the seasons glimmered inside the armoire. Which outfit 
would catch the maharaja’s eye, she wondered, as the silks 
and muslins rippled through her fingers. The crown prince 
of her childhood was now the king.

She heard her husband downstairs call out to a servant. 
The visions of regal opulence vanished to be replaced by 
the visage of her spouse; he was a plain man, some might 
call him ugly. Short, hunched, more dwarf than person, 
Shyamnath Sheth was the only son of a wealthy business-
man whose property holdings alone might put some he-
reditary landlords, the zamindars, to shame. She had been 
given in marriage to him when she was barely in her teens; 
it had been an advantageous match, her parents said, that 
of all the moneyed families, his had been the most prosper-
ous. Besides, what he lacked in looks was more than made 
up for by his financial acumen. Unkind people called him 
an impotent midget, but he had a son and daughter by her 
to prove otherwise. 

Shethanijee opened all the jewelry boxes and drew 
out diamond-studded tiaras, pearl necklaces, gold chokers, 
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in pinks, mauves, and blues, glided in and performed their 
routines to the tinkle of hand cymbals and haunting music. 
Enchanted, the merchant’s wife drank in all the details 
through a tiny gap in her veil.

The show ended and the chief eunuch brought each 
guest, in order of her social rank, before the royal person-
ages. The newcomer’s turn arrived and she was escorted to 
their majesties and, at a signal from the guide, she bowed 
and raised palm to forehead, then extended her hand and 
presented the king the customary nazar, the token gift of 
a coin wrapped in spotless white linen. The ruler reached 
out and brushed his hand against her fingertips. His eyes 
swept over her figure as she bent over, the pearl necklace 
hanging low over the form-fitting blouse, the sapphire 
bracelet winking in the lamplight. She proceeded toward 
the maharani and half knelt; the queen, a frown creasing 
her brow, accepted the woman’s homage.

No, Shethanijee was not mistaken; time had not yet 
passed her by. She might no longer have been in her first 
youth, but she was still attractive nonetheless; her lissome 
grace had been replaced by a voluptuous maturity, the 
virgin blushes, by a deceptive coyness. Kohl-rimmed eyes 
downcast, face hidden by a chiffon veil, she returned to 
her seat, demure and deferential. 

Invitations began pouring in from the palace. The 
junior queens invited her to their private festivities as she 
always brought tidbits of salacious gossip from town, un-
til the day came when the maharani herself sought her 
presence at a soirée. The ranis, who had never set foot 
beyond the palace walls, were fascinated by this woman 
from the world outside. Her manner was pleasing and her 
gifts more so. Garlands of fresh marigolds, still moist with 
dew, and bunches of jasmine were the frequent offerings 
she made the queens and, on occasion, she would present 
them with a choker or bracelet fashioned by her personal 
jeweler. Such pieces had a unique and distinctive charm, 
a change from the ornate items worn by royalty.

During the afternoons when the queens and their la-
dies-in-waiting played cards or chess, Shethanijee joined 
in and very wisely lost every game. If the king’s consorts 
complained of poor health, she sat by their bedsides and 
soothed their fevered brows. Her largesse was not confined 
to those born to the purple; for their attendants and the 
many dancers she brought homemade pickles, spiced 

dumplings, vegetable fritters, and other edibles. She wore 
a new outfit for every visit and her long silk skirts, blouses, 
and veils shimmered in rich colors and were well matched. 
During the evenings she regaled her extended family with 
tales from the august abode, indeed, at home she was not 
the supplicant, but held court like their majesties.

The king’s curiosity, too, was piqued. He had heard 
some of Shethanijee’s stories through his queens and cour-
tesans. The joys and sorrows of his subjects as well as the 
daily trials and tribulations of the common folk were news 
to him, so he would ask for more through his wives. 

To the ladies of the harem, family life and the world 
outside were foreign. Shethanijee’s chatter about children, 
husbands, wives, shopping, bazaars, and mundane domes-
tic details evoked a vista of a forbidden world and in each 
woman, queen or concubine, sprang an unbidden longing. 
Curious, but with a sneaking sense of envy, they panted 
for more. 

With kohl-rimmed eyes alight behind the filmy veil, 
the visitor poured forth a wealth of heavily embellished 
tales. Some were pure inventions, yet others bore some 
semblance to the truth, but all were recounted in a me-
lodious voice. Her whole body quivered as she spoke, her 
mehndi-painted hands fluttered as she gestured and her 
earrings swung to and fro. At times she would give a coy 
toss of her head and with one hand tug at the veil—just 
enough to ruffle the brocaded edge.

The day arrived when the ruler himself, keen on meet-
ing the person who had caused such a sensation, sum-
moned her to his presence. 

Before the king, she dropped her veil. She remained 
a  frequent visitor to the palace, but now primarily to 
his apartments.

The maharani and the lesser queens, furious at this 
presumptuous woman, vented their anger at Rani Chan-
davatji. She had, after all, invited this creature into their 
midst. Their marriages were political alliances and none 
could claim to be the maharaja’s darling, but nevertheless 
there was a nuanced hierarchy in the royal residence. 

The third rani, incensed by Shethanijee’s impudence, 
sent word through a messenger to the interloper’s husband. 
He merely laughed. His wife was mistress to the maharaja, 
what a great source of pride, his own business would flour-
ish even further, now that she had the royal ear.

earrings, bangles, ruby rings, and emerald bracelets and 
laid them out on silver platters. 

The woman’s face stared back from one of the yet-emp-
ty gleaming trays and she lifted it up and continued gazing 
at the reflection, an absent frown on her brow. She was 
still attractive, but would her looks rival those of the king’s 
concubines? Beauties from the entire kingdom were culled 
and brought to the palace, indeed many a family sold or 
gave their daughters to swell the harem ranks. Would the 
maharaja even glance in her direction? If only the invita-
tion had arrived a few years earlier.

She scrutinized her countenance again with care—
were there any crow’s-feet? Her hair was no longer as luxuri-
ant as in her youth, but in her expressive eyes lay hidden 
depths of emotion. The summons had come too late; she 
twirled the round tray and her mouth drooped. The lady 
gave a start when she realized that she was not glancing at 
a real mirror and replaced it on the table with a thud, but 
a while later picked it up and gazed at herself again. The 
sun’s last rays through the window bathed the room in 
a rosy glow and she smiled. Her features were still charm-
ing, with arched eyebrows, curling lashes, a  full-lipped 
mouth, all framed by a mass of dark hair.

Her husband entered the room in silence and stood 
nearby. He was very proud of his beautiful, witty wife and 
her exquisite taste in clothes. 

“Going through your jewelry, I see. Do you want me to 
order some more for you?” he said. 

Seeing her spouse’s reflection, she lowered the 
make-believe mirror. 

“No, I don’t want any new necklaces, I will choose from 
these. What I would really like to wear are things that 
would appear unusual even to the queens.”

Mr. Sheth seated himself while their two children, 
a stripling of a boy and a girl in her midteens, entered 
the room.

“I myself have never seen all our family baubles, al-
though I do recall that there are a few stunning pieces,” 
the man said. “My mother once heard my father mention 
multiple strands of pearls as well as a sapphire bracelet 
that my grandmother received as part of her dowry. She 
was the daughter of a prosperous businessman in Kathi-
awar. They should be here somewhere as she wore them 
on a palace visit.”

“But that will be old stuff, nothing new to people there,” 
the youngsters said.

Their mother laughed. “Yes, they are antique pieces no 
doubt, but those who have seen them before are long dead.”

Both husband and wife sifted through the many boxes 
that lay strewn on the carpet. The woman opened marble 
containers inlaid with jade and carnelian, as well as carved 
wooden chests, and pulled out necklace after necklace. Mr. 
Sheth squinted at each one with a professional air before 
setting it aside. 

His wife extracted some pearls. “Is this the one?” 
The piece dangled from her fingers, rivulets of glis-

tening milk-white globules. The outsize gold locket set 
with rubies and diamonds shot back fire in the rays of the 
setting sun.

Mr. Sheth’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped. “Yes, 
that must be it. The local jewelers often send us their wares 
for approval, but I have never set eyes on anything like it.”

The children stroked the pearls. Their mother selected 
that gem-studded creation, a hundred-year-old sapphire 
bracelet still in its original setting, gold chokers, some 
bangles, and a jewel-encrusted tikli for her hair.

She began daydreaming about her impending visit. 
The concubines no doubt were good-looking, but were 
the queens attractive as well? She had heard that women 
remained veiled at all royal festivities, except for the maha-
rani. The beauty of the harem residents was legendary and 
their clothes, too, would be gorgeous. She herself would 
have to cover her head and face, but do it in such a manner 
so as to be able to peer at the assembled ladies.

Late one evening, the domed wooden carriage, pulled 
by two white oxen and accompanied by an escort of crim-
son-clad men holding flaming torches, made its way down 
the street. The conveyance, with heavy curtains cloaking 
its sides from top to bottom to shield the women from 
public gaze, came to a halt by Shethanijee’s house. She 
had been busy with her toilette since midafternoon, and 
when the coach came, she climbed in with a handful of 
her maids. Once they reached the palace gates, they were 
whisked through a honeycomb of deserted passages by the 
eunuch who was the sole bridge between the outside and 
the mysterious world within. 

The king and his queens sat at one end of the inner 
courtyard. Troupes of dancers, some in lime green, others 
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long curls around his forefinger. “How old are they? I have 
heard that you have a daughter. Is she as attractive as you? 
Why don’t you bring her along one day?”

He gazed at his mistress’s heart-shaped face framed 
by her sleek tresses, and in him stirred the longings for 
a more youthful, nubile Shethanijee with gleaming limbs 
and clouds of dark hair. 

The lady started. Her smile vanished. Protective ma-
ternal eyes glittered at the maharaja through a courtesan’s 
veil. Her coquetry disappeared and her lower lip quivered.

The silence was broken by a trembling voice. “But my 
girl is very young, besides, she just got married.”

“Young? How old is she?” 
The woman’s voice was muffled and she looked down 

at the floor. “She turned fifteen last year.” 
Her paramour’s tone was amused, his manner teasing. 

“Fifteen or sixteen! Oh, then it is true what Rani Chanda-
vatji’s ladies said, that you are getting on in years.” 

The mother remained wordless and her head drooped. 
It was at her behest that the queen’s privileges had been tak-
en away. Face flaming she bore her lover’s snubs in silence.

“On your next visit please bring your daughter along. 
I will order the carriage for you,” he said. 

The royal conveyance arrived at Shethanijee’s doorstep 
a few days later and returned to the palace, but with only 
one passenger not two. The eunuch guided her to the ma-
haraja’s villa where a dance performance was in progress. 
She bowed low before the king and begged forgiveness for 
her lone visit and explained that the teenager’s in-laws had 
taken the girl to meet relatives in Bikaner, a town some 
distance away. Jewelry glittering, ashen faced behind her 
veil, she gazed at him in anguish.

The sovereign, enjoying the pirouettes of his cour-
tesans, barely glanced at her. When the evening ended, 
a servant escorted the visitor back to the waiting carriage 
and informed the lady that the monarch had commanded 
her to visit him every night. 

A separate suite was set aside in the women’s quarters. 
Daily, she sat awaiting her lover but his visits were infre-
quent, and she sat in unaccustomed solitude most of the 
time. A few days later, word came through an emissary that 
she was to make her home there for a while. 

Shethanijee’s new residence was a room furnished 
with an ivory-inlaid bedstead and enameled brass tables. 

Her youthful liveliness had vanished, her eyes were bereft 
of their sparkle, and the tiny wrinkles by her mouth were 
more pronounced. No longer could she regale the clois-
tered inhabitants with gossip from town, she was a prisoner 
like the concubines. Her hand trembled when applying 
kohl around the eyes and her hair had lost its sheen.

The ladies in the harem were stunned by the meta-
morphosis. She, who had been a much feted guest, an 
object of both admiration and envy, now shared the fate of 
a discarded mistress. Some whispered among themselves 
that the woman was unwell and needed a doctor. 

One day the eunuch stopped by. “How are 
you, madam?” 

“Please ask His Majesty to allow me to go home. I am 
not feeling well,” she said. 

He left the room and returned some time later with 
a tray of tonics. “The maharaja has sent these. The doctor 
has been summoned, so please convalesce here. You can 
return once you are better.”

She squinted at the cups. “What kind of medicine 
is that?”

The man remained silent. The woman had been 
guilty of lèse-majesté. Why, so many people in the king-
dom were eager to offer their daughters to the palace. He 
stroked his upper lip. “I don’t know.”

For almost a month, Shethanijee languished in that 
room. Her hair loose and lank, and her face robbed of its 
habitual gaiety, she stared unseeingly at the distant hills 
visible from the window. Questions arose in her mind, but 
she stilled them with difficulty. Her self-assurance had 
vanished and the lighthearted banter with the king was 
now a mere memory. 

One evening when the eunuch arrived to ply her with 
the daily potions, she turned and faced him. “When can 
I leave? How long do I have to swallow this stuff? It doesn’t 
make me any better.” 

The attendant eyed her in silence. “You must drink it, 
as it is His Majesty’s command. He only wants you to get 
well before he orders the carriage to send you home. This 
herbal extract is used for the fevers and chills that sicken 
so many of our women.” He paused for a moment. “Why, 
Rani Chandavatji used to take this medication.”

Shethanijee swung around and stared at him, her eyes 
widening. She sat in silence while the many tales of the 

The concubines were no less outraged, the monarch 
had barely a glance for them these days, so taken was he 
with the newcomer.

One afternoon at the third queen’s villa, a young danc-
er approached Shethanijee. “You have such lustrous hair. 
May I show you a new type of coiffure?”

The lady, pleased at the compliment, complied. The 
teenager removed the older woman’s filmy scarf. With great 
care she took off the gold tikli with the gleaming medal-
lion from her head, then unclasped the earrings, uncoiled 
her tresses, and removed the brocade ribbons. Something 
else shone too, as the hair hung loose—a few strands of 
pure silver.

The girl giggled. “Oh, Shethanijee, you are going gray!” 
The guest grabbed the tikli, put on the earrings, and 

quickly covered her head with the veil, the braids undone. 
In the sunlit room, her glance fell on her reflection in the 
mirror on the wall—the lines beneath the eyes seemed 
as pronounced as the furrows in the barley fields after 
a downpour. 

Rani Chandavatji, reclining on a  silver bedstead 
overlooking the inner courtyard, saw the tableau; while 
the maids wielded peacock-feather fans and a masseuse 
tended to her ankles, a faint smile appeared on her lips 
then vanished in an instant. Some of the attendants gave 
derisive smiles, others sniggered, and all those who had 
been discomfited by the visitor’s brazen attempts to usurp 
the coveted position of the king’s favorite could scarcely 
contain their glee.

Later that day, Shethanijee wept in mortification be-
fore the maharaja. The story tumbled out: how she had 
been tricked into loosening her hair and how the wom-
en had tittered, and the tales, all duly embellished, she 
poured into his sympathetic ear. She was careful to omit 
mention of the chalky streaks, but rather gave him to un-
derstand that the mirth was occasioned by her disheveled 
appearance deliberately caused by a danseuse in the third 
queen’s entourage.

The tears were not shed in vain. Over a period of time, 
the privileges accorded to women of status ended for Rani 
Chandavatji—no longer did the maids arrive with a tray 
laden with betel leaf wraps from the royal refectory for 
her ladies-in-waiting to munch on during the afternoons. 
Offended, she repudiated all special benefits.

The scorching heat of the Rajasthan summers gave way 
to autumnal mists, presaging a crisp winter. The third rani 
caught a severe chill, and, as she lay supine with a raging 
fever, her cowives visited her from time to time. 

The sovereign also received news of his spouse’s sudden 
illness. The chief eunuch was dispatched to her bedcham-
ber with a tray-load of medicine as well as unguents for her 
aching limbs.

One day the man arrived at her door, his manner defer-
ential and tone solicitous. “His Majesty has enquired after 
your health, Your Majesty. The doctor will be coming soon. 
Do you have any special request or message for His Majesty?” 

The queen, still smarting from the maharaja’s slights, 
said, “He is very kind. I have no desires that he can possibly 
meet. Just tell him to remain ever hostage to that upstart, 
that would-be concubine.”

Within a few weeks she succumbed to her malady. Ill 
health plagued many women in the harem, so her death 
caused no surprise. A grand funeral was held in her honor 
and there was a great public ritual display of sorrowing, but 
a while later the palace returned to its well-worn routines. 

The ruler had no dearth of women to flatter, charm, 
and console him as the need arose, so the monarch’s wife 
was soon a mere memory, but her parting taunt had hurt 
his pride, and continued to rankle. The precise details of 
his mistress’s hair-loosening incident also came to his ears 
through his concubines, who themselves had heard the story 
from the maids. The number of snowy strands in the lady’s 
hair had, moreover, multiplied tenfold in the local gossip.

One evening as Shethanijee came for her daily audi-
ence with the king, he kept gazing at her face for long pe-
riods of time in silence. During their amorous dalliances 
she had always managed to keep well coiffed, even when 
the gold tikli and hairpins ran askew. She was a breath of 
fresh air in the gilded dwelling. Her musical talent might 
not compare to that of his courtesans, who were well versed 
in the arts, but her tart wit and news about town were enliv-
ening. She was a born conversationalist and knew how to 
please her royal lover. That night, however, the easy chatter 
and glib flattery bored him; the novelty of having a towns-
woman visit him was beginning to pall.

He interrupted and faced his companion with engag-
ing curiosity. “You have children, don’t you?” Without wait-
ing for a reply, he reached out and twisted a strand of her 
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harem she had heard as a child crowded into her brain. 
She tried to speak, but no sound emerged from her throat.

The aide, motioning the maids to remain quiet, turned 
and left. 

The royal guest passed a sleepless night, drenched in 
a cold sweat. The golden moon, large and full, bathed 
the rooftop gardens in an ethereal glow, but she saw only 
monstrous shapes and deep shadows.

Next morning, the doctor made his visit. He sat on one 
side of the curtain hung to protect feminine modesty while 
the maids by Shethanijee’s bed answered his questions and 
received instructions. 

Suitable invalid fare must be given, heard the sick lady, 
who lay weak with fatigue. She almost cried out to the physi-
cian for he was the only link to the outside world, but she 
could barely lift her head from the pillow. Would he listen, 
or would he dismiss her fears as the imaginings of an over-
wrought patient? The women who attended her also tended 
to the draperies and the callers without. Could she trust any 
of the servants and plead an audience with the monarch 
and beg to be sent home? Were there any allies within these 
luxurious walled precincts? In her heyday as a much-awaited 
visitor, she had spawned enemies, not friends.

Midday, the maids brought vegetable broth ideal 
for an invalid’s palate, but the aroma merely sickened 
her, and the bowl remained untouched. Tears streamed 
down her cheeks as she lay outstretched on the divan; she 
longed for her misshapen husband’s tenderness and the 
children’s laughter.

When evening arrived, female servants lit the oil 
lamps in the room and the eunuch entered with a tray of 
herbal tonics. 

Shethanijee half rose and clutched at the pillows. “That 
medicine tastes bitter. I am not going to take it anymore.”

The man averted his face and fiddled with the items 
on the bedside table. “You will get better, my lady. Drink 
it up. It has been sent to you by His Majesty.”

The attendants crowded in. One lifted her up and an-
other pressed the glass to her lips. Afterward, the male aide 
left the room with the empty container. The patient sank 
back against the cushions and the women cooled her with 
long-handled fans.

Confused thoughts screamed inside the prisoner’s 
brain. It had been her ardent wish since childhood to be 

invited to the palace and here she lay, at the mercy of the 
man she had sought to enslave. Was she being punished 
for not procuring her offspring to whet the maharaja’s ap-
petite? Would she be released if she did? The teen lived 
with her in-laws’ extended family, besides, it was better that 
she alone suffer. The king had a surfeit of women, was he 
being merely punitive at her defiance? Or perhaps this 
was mere royal caprice, and he might release her at some 
future date? He was surrounded by beauties adept in the 
art of coquetry . . . what if he forgot altogether?

The shadows lengthened on the rooftop gardens and 
the mynah birds took wing. 
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