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Acclaim for Indu Sundaresan’s

◆
The Twentieth Wife
◆

“Sundaresan [is] a bright addition to the new generation of women writers from India.”

—The Seattle Times

“If all history lessons were spun outwards from a legendary love affair and enlivened with sensuous details of an exotic time and place, fewer kids would sleep through class.”

—The Sunday Oregonian

“In Mehrunnisa, Sundaresan has found a fascinating subject. . . .
The Twentieth Wife
offers a rich and intimate view into palace life during the late 16th and early 17th centuries—and an incisive look at gender roles of that period.”

—USA Today

“This epic tale is . . . informative, convincing, and madly entertaining. The reader comes away with an unexpected vision of the power behind the veil.”

—Marilyn Yalom, author of
A History of the Wife
and
A History of the Breast
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PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS
(In Alphabetical Order)


	Abdur Rahim

	The Khan-i-khanan, Commander-in-chief of the imperial army


	Abul Hasan

	Mehrunnisa’s brother


	Akbar

	Third Emperor of Mughal India


	Ali Quli Khan Istajlu

	Mehrunnisa’s first husband


	Asmat

	Mehrunnisa’s mother, Ghias Beg’s wife


	Ghias Beg

	Mehrunnisa’s father


	Hoshiyar Khan

	Chief eunuch of Salim’s harem


	Jagat Gosini

	Salim’s second wife


	Jahangir

	Salim’s title upon becoming the fourth emperor of Mughal India


	Khurram

	Salim’s third son, born of Jagat Gosini


	Khusrau

	Salim’s first son, born of Man Bai


	Ladli

	Mehrunnisa’s daughter by Ali Quli


	Mahabat Khan

	Salim’s childhood cohort


	Mehrunnisa

	Ghias’s daughter, later titled
Nur Jahan


	Mirza Aziz Koka

	Khusrau’s father-in-law


	Muhammad Sharif

	Salim’s childhood cohort, later made Grand Vizier of the Empire


	Muhammad Sharif

	Mehrunnisa’s eldest brother (not the same as the Grand Vizier)


	Qutubuddin Khan Koka

	Salim’s childhood cohort, later Governor of Bengal


	Raja Man Singh

	Khusrau’s uncle


	Ruqayya Sultan Begam

	Akbar’s chief queen, or Padshah Begam


	Salim

	Akbar’s first son, later
Emperor Jahangir



PROLOGUE

T
HE WIND HOWLED AND SWEPT
down, almost ripping the tent flap from its seams. Frigid air elbowed in, sending arctic fingers down warm napes, devouring the thin blue flames of the fire. The woman lying on the thin cotton mattress in one corner shivered. She clasped her arms around her protruding stomach and moaned, “Ayah . . .”

The midwife rose slowly from her haunches, aged joints creaking, and hobbled to the entrance. She fastened the flap, came back to the woman, lifted the blanket, and peered between her legs. The woman winced as callused dirt-encrusted fingers prodded her.

The ayah’s thick face filled with satisfaction. “It will not be long now.”

The brazier in the corner flared to life as the midwife fanned the camel-dung embers. The woman lay back, sweat cooling on her forehead, her face worn with pain. In a few minutes, another contraction swept her lower back. She clamped down on her lower lip to keep from crying out, not wanting them to worry outside the tent, unaware that the screeching gale swallowed even the loudest wail.

Outside, an early night closed in on the campsite. Men huddled around a fire that sputtered and crackled as the wind lashed about their ears, kicking sand in their eyes and under their clothes, stinging their faces.

A few tents, tattered and old, crowded in a tight circle at the edge of the desert on the outskirts of Qandahar. Camels, horses, and sheep clustered around the camp, seeking warmth and cover from the storm.

Ghias Beg broke away from the group around the fire and, picking his way past the animals, trudged to the tent where his wife lay. Barely visible in the flying sand, three children crouched against the flapping black canvas, arms around one another, eyes shut against the gale. Ghias Beg touched the shoulder of the elder boy. “Muhammad,” he yelled over the sound of the wind. “Is your mother all right?”

The child raised his head and looked tearfully at his father. “I don’t know, Bapa.” His voice was small, barely audible; Ghias had to lean over to hear him. Muhammad clutched at the hand on his shoulder. “Oh, Bapa, what will happen to us?”

Ghias knelt, drew Muhammad into his arms, and kissed the top of his forehead gently, his beard scratching the sand on Muhammad’s hair. This was the first time he had shown any fear in all these days.

He looked over the boy’s head at his daughter. “Saliha, go check on your Maji.”

The little girl rose in silence and crawled inside the tent.

As she entered the woman looked up. She stretched out a hand to Saliha, who came immediately to her side.

“Bapa wants to know if you are all right, Maji.”

Asmat Begam tried to smile. “Yes,
beta.
Go tell Bapa it will not be very long. Tell him not to worry. And you don’t worry. All right,
beta?”

Saliha nodded and rose to leave. On impulse, she bent down again and hugged her mother tightly, burying her head in Asmat’s shoulder.
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