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      Shortly after Olivia went away with the Nawab, Beth Crawford returned from Simla. This was in September, 1923. Beth had to
         go down to Bombay to meet the boat on which her sister Tessie was arriving. Tessie was coming out to spend the cold season
         with the Crawfords. They had arranged all sorts of visits and expeditions for her, but she stayed mostly in Satipur because
         of Douglas. They went riding together and played croquet and tennis and she did her best to be good company for him. Not that
         he had much free time, for he kept himself as busy as ever in the district. He worked like a Trojan and never ceased to be
         calm and controlled, so that he was very much esteemed both by his colleagues and by the Indians. He was upright and just.
         Tessie stayed through that cold season, and through the next one as well, and then she sailed for home. A year later Douglas
         had his home leave and they met again in England. By the time his divorce came through, they were ready to get married. She
         went out to join him in India and, like her sister Beth, she led a full and happy life there. In course of time she became
         my grandmother – but of course by then everyone was back in England.
      

      
      I don’t remember Douglas at all – he died when I was three – but I remember Grandmother Tessie and Great-Aunt Beth very well.
         They were cheerful women with a sensible and modern outlook on life: but nevertheless, so my parents told me, for years they
         could not be induced to talk about Olivia. They shied away from her memory as from something dark and terrible. My parents’ generation did not share these feelings – on the
         contrary, they were eager to learn all they could about Grandfather’s first wife who had eloped with an Indian prince. But
         it was not until they were old and widowed that the two ladies began at last to speak about the forbidden topic.
      

      
      By that time they had also met Harry again. They had kept up with him by means of Xmas cards, and it was only after Douglas’
         death that Harry came to call on them. They spoke about Olivia. Harry also told them about Olivia’s sister, Marcia, whom he
         had met shortly after his return from India. He had continued to see her over the years till she had died (drunk herself to
         death, he said). She left him all Olivia’s letters and he showed them to the old ladies. That was how I first came to see
         these letters which I have now brought with me to India.
      

      
      Fortunately, during my first few months here, I kept a journal so I have some record of my early impressions. If I were to
         try and recollect them now, I might not be able to do so. They are no longer the same because I myself am no longer the same.
         India always changes people, and I have been no exception. But this is not my story, it is Olivia’s as far as I can follow
         it.
      

      
      These are the first entries in my journal:

      
      2 February. Arrival in Bombay today. Not what I had imagined at all. Of course I had always thought of arrival by ship, had forgotten
         how different it would be by plane. All those memoirs and letters I’ve read, all those prints I’ve seen. I really must forget
         about them. Everything is different now. I must get some sleep.
      

      
      Woke up in the middle of the night. Groped for my watch which I had put on top of my suitcase under the bed: it wasn’t there. Oh no! Not already! A voice from the next bed: ‘Here it is, my dear, and just be more careful in future please.’ Half
         an hour after midnight. I’ve slept about four hours. Of course I’m still on English time so it would be now about seven in
         the evening. I’m wide awake and sit up in bed. I’m in the women’s dormitory of the SM (Society of Missionaries) hostel. There
         are seven string beds, four one side three the other. They’re all occupied and everyone appears to be asleep. But outside
         the city is still awake and restless. There is even music somewhere. The street lamps light up the curtainless windows of
         the dormitory from outside, filling the room with a ghostly reflection in which the sleepers on their beds look like washed-up
         bodies.
      

      
      But my neighbour – the guardian of my watch – is awake and wanting to talk:

      
      ‘You’ve probably just arrived, that’s why you’re so careless. Never mind, you’ll learn soon enough, everyone does … You have
         to be very careful with your food in the beginning: boiled water only, and whatever you do no food from these street stalls.
         Afterwards you get immune. I can eat anything now if I want to. Not that I’d want to – I hate their food, I wouldn’t touch
         it for anything. You can eat here in the SM, that’s quite all right. Miss Tietz looks after the kitchen herself and they make
         nice boiled stews, sometimes a roast, and custard. I always stay here when I come to Bombay. I’ve known Miss Tietz for twenty
         years. She’s Swiss, she came out with the Christian Sisterhood but these last ten years she’s been looking after the SM. They’re
         lucky to have her.’
      

      
      It may be due to the ghostly light that she looks like a ghost; and she’s wearing a white night-gown that encases her from
         head to foot. She has tied her hair in one drooping plait. She is paper-white, vaporous – yes, a ghost. She tells me she has
         been in India for thirty years, and if God wants her to die here, that is what she will do. On the other hand, if He wants to bring
         her home first, she will do that. It is His will, and for thirty years she has lived only in His will. When she says that,
         her voice is not a bit ghost-like but strong and ringing as one who has been steadfast in her duty.
      

      
      ‘We have our own little chapel out in Kafarabad. It’s a growing town – because of the textile mills – but not growing in virtue,
         that I can tell you. Thirty years ago I might have said there is hope: but today – none. Wherever you look, it’s the same
         story. More wages means more selfishness, more country liquor, more cinema. The women used to wear plain simple cotton dhotis
         but now they all want to be shiny from the outside. We won’t speak about the inside. But why expect anything from these poor
         people when our own are going the way they are. You’ve seen that place opposite? Just take a look.’
      

      
      I go to the window and look down into the street. It’s bright as day down there, not only with the white street lights but
         each stall and barrow is lit up with a flare of naphtha. There are crowds of people; some are sleeping – it’s so warm that
         all they have to do is stretch out, no bedding necessary. There are a number of crippled children (one boy propelling himself
         on his legless rump) and probably by day they beg but now they are off duty and seem to be light-hearted, even gay. People
         are buying from the hawkers and standing there eating, while others are looking in the gutters to find what has been thrown
         away.
      

      
      She directs me to the other window. From here I get a view of A’s Hotel. I had been warned about that place before I came.
         I had been told that, however bleak and dreary I might find the SM Hostel, on no account should I book myself into A’s.
      

      
      ‘Can you see?’ she called from her bed.

      
      I saw. Here too it was absolutely bright, with street and shop lamps. The sidewalk outside A’s was crowded – not with Indians
         but with Europeans. They looked a derelict lot.
      

      
      She said, ‘Eight, nine of them to a room, and some of them don’t even have the money for that, they just sleep on the street.
         They beg from each other and steal from each other. Some of them are very young, mere children – there may be hope for them,
         God willing they’ll go home again before it’s too late. But others there are, women and men, they’ve been here for years and
         every year they get worse. You see the state they’re in. They’re all sick, some of them dying. Who are they, where do they
         come from? One day I saw a terrible sight. He can’t have been more than thirty, perhaps a German or Scandinavian – he was
         very fair and tall. His clothes were in tatters and you could see his white skin through them. He had long hair, all tangled
         and matted; there was a monkey sitting by him and the monkey was delousing him. Yes the monkey was taking the lice out of
         the man’s hair. I looked in that man’s face – in his eyes – and I tell you I saw a soul in hell. Oh but I’ve seen some terrible
         sights in India. I’ve lived through a Hindu-Muslim riot, and a smallpox epidemic, and several famines, and I think I may rightly
         say I’ve seen everything that you can see on this earth. And through it all I’ve learned this one thing: you can’t live in
         India without Christ Jesus. If He’s not with you every single moment of the day and night and you praying to Him with all
         your might and main – if that’s not there, then you become like that poor young man with the monkey taking lice out of his
         hair. Because you see, dear, nothing human means anything here. Not a thing,’ she said, with the contempt of any Hindu or
         Buddhist for all this world might have to offer.
      

      
      She was sitting up in her bed. For all she was so thin and white, she did look tough, toughened-up. A ghost with backbone. I looked down again at the figures sprawled under the white
         street lights outside A’s Hotel. It seemed to me that she was right: they did look like souls in hell.
      

      
      16 February. Satipur. I have been very lucky and have already found a room here. I like it very much. It is large, airy, and empty. There
         is a window at which I sit and look down into the bazaar. My room is on top of a cloth-shop and I have to climb up a flight
         of dark stairs to get to it. It has been sub-let to me by a government officer called Inder Lal who lives with his wife and
         mother and three children in some poky rooms crammed at the back of a yard leading from the shop. The shop belongs to someone
         else and so does the yard. Everything is divided and sub-divided, and I’m one of the sub-divisions. But I feel very spacious
         and private up here; except that I share the bathroom facilities down in the yard, and the little sweeper girl who is attached
         to them.
      

      
      I think my landlord, Inder Lal, is disappointed with the way I live in my room. He keeps looking round for furniture but there
         isn’t any. I sit on the floor and at night I spread my sleeping-bag out on it. The only piece of furniture I have so far acquired
         is a very tiny desk the height of a foot-stool on which I have laid out my papers (this journal, my Hindi grammar and vocabulary,
         Olivia’s letters). It is the sort of desk at which the shopkeepers do their accounts. Inder Lal looks at my bare walls. Probably
         he was hoping for pictures and photographs – but I feel no need for anything like that when all I have to do is look out of
         the window at the bazaar below. I certainly wouldn’t want to be distracted from that scene. Hence no curtains either.
      

      
      Inder Lal is far too polite to voice his disappointment. All he said was, ‘It is not very comfortable for you,’ and quickly lowered his eyes as if afraid of embarrassing me. He did the same
         when I first arrived with my luggage. I had not hired a coolie but had hoisted my trunk and bedding on to my shoulders and
         carried them up myself. Then too – after an involuntary cry of shock – he had lowered his eyes as if afraid of embarrassing
         me.
      

      
      It would have been easier for him if I had been like Olivia. She was everything I’m not. The first thing she did on moving
         into their house (the Assistant Collector’s) was smother it in rugs, pictures, flowers. She wrote to Marcia: ‘We’re beginning
         to look slightly civilised.’ And again, later: ‘Mrs Crawford (Collector’s wife – the Burra Memsahib) came to inspect me today in my nest. I don’t think she thinks much of me or the nest but she’s ever so tactful! She told me she knows how difficult the first year always is and that if there is any
         little thing she could possibly do to ease things for me, well I must just consider her to be always there. I said thank you (demurely). Actually, her being there is the only difficult thing – otherwise everything is just too perfect! If only I could have told her that.’
      

      
      I have already seen the house in which Douglas and Olivia lived. In fact, there has been a very lucky coincidence – it turns
         out that the office where Inder Lal works is right in what used to be the British residential area (known as the Civil Lines).
         Inder Lal’s own department, Disposal and Supplies, is in what was the Collector’s house (Mr Crawford’s, in 1923). Douglas
         and Olivia’s bungalow now houses the Water Board, the municipal Health Department, and a sub-post office. Both these houses
         have, like everything else, been divided and sub-divided into many parts to fulfil many functions. Only the Medical Superintendent’s
         house has been kept intact and is supposed to be a travellers’ rest-house.
      

      
      20 February. This morning I dropped in on the two ladies of the Inder Lal family – his wife, Ritu, and his mother. I don’t know whether
         I caught them at a moment of unusual confusion or whether this is the way they always live but the place was certainly very
         untidy. Of course the rooms are poky and the children still at the messy stage. Ritu swiftly cleared some clothes and toys
         off a bench. I would have preferred to sit on the floor as they did, but I realised that now I had to submit to all the social
         rules they thought fit to apply to my case. The mother-in-law, in a practised hiss aside, gave an order to the daughter-in-law
         which I guessed to be for my refreshment. Ritu darted out of the room as if glad to be released, leaving me and the mother-in-law
         to make what we could of each other. We smiled, I tried out my Hindi (with scant success – I must work harder at it!), we
         made hopeful gestures, and got nowhere. All the time she was studying me. She has a shrewd, appraising glance – and I can
         imagine how she must have gone around looking over girls as possible wives for her son before finally deciding on Ritu. Quite
         instinctively, she was adding up my points as well, and alas I could guess what her sum came to.
      

      
      I have already got used to being appraised in this way in India. Everyone does it everywhere – in the streets, on buses and
         trains: they are quite open about it, women as well as men, nor do they make any attempt to conceal their amusement if that
         is what one happens to arouse in them. I suppose we must look strange to them, and what must also be strange is the way we
         are living among them – no longer apart, but eating their food and often wearing Indian clothes because they are cooler and
         cheaper.
      

      
      Getting myself a set of Indian clothes was one of the first things I did after settling down in Satipur. I went to the cloth-stall downstairs and then next door where there is a little
         tailor sitting on a piece of sacking with his machine. He measured me right there and then in his open shop in full view of
         the street, but with such care to keep his distance that his measures were too approximate for any kind of fitting. As a result
         my clothes are very loose indeed but they serve their purpose and I’m glad to have them. I now wear a pair of baggy trousers
         tied with a string at the waist such as the Punjabi peasant women wear, and their kind of knee-length shirt. I also have a
         pair of Indian sandals which I can shuffle off and leave on thresholds like everyone else. (They are men’s sandals because
         the women’s sizes don’t fit me.) Although I’m now dressed like an Indian woman, the children are still running after me; but
         I don’t mind too much as I’m sure they will soon get used to me.
      

      
      There is one word that is often called after me: hijra. Unfortunately I know what it means. I knew before I came to India, from a letter of Olivia’s. She had learned it from the Nawab who had told her that Mrs Crawford looked like a hijra (Great-Aunt Beth was, like me, tall and flat-chested). Of course Olivia also didn’t know what it meant, and when she asked,
         the Nawab shouted with laughter. But instead of explaining he told her ‘I will show you,’ and then he clapped his hands and
         gave an order and after some time a troupe of hijras was brought and the Nawab made them sing and dance for Olivia in their traditional style.
      

      
      I have also seen them sing and dance. It was when I was walking back with Inder Lal from seeing his office. We were quite
         near home when I heard a noise of drums from a side-street. Inder Lal said it was nothing worth looking at – ‘a very common thing,’ he said – but I was curious so he reluctantly accompanied me. We went through a succession of alleys winding
         off from each other and then we entered an arched doorway and went down a passage which opened up into an inner courtyard.
         Here there was the troupe of hijras – eunuchs – doing their turn. One played a drum, others sang and clapped their hands and made some dancing motions. There was
         a cluster of spectators enjoying the performance. The hijras were built like men with big hands and flat chests and long jaws, but they were dressed as women in saris and tinsel jewellery.
         The way they danced was also in parody of a woman’s gestures, and I suppose that was what amused people so much. But I thought
         their faces were sad, and even when they smirked and made suggestive gestures to what I guessed to be suggestive words (everyone
         laughed and Inder Lal wanted me to come away), all the time their expression remained the worried workaday one of men who
         are wondering how much they are going to be paid for the job.
      

      
      24 February. Today being Sunday, Inder Lal kindly offered to take me to Khatm to show me the Nawab’s palace. I felt bad about taking him
         away from his family on his one day off, but neither he nor they seemed to think anything of it. I wonder his wife does not
         get tired of being shut up in her two small rooms all day and every day, with her mother-in-law and three small children.
         I never see her go out anywhere except sometimes – accompanied by her mother-in-law – to buy vegetables in the bazaar.
      

      
      I have not yet travelled on a bus in India that has not been packed to bursting-point, with people inside and luggage on top;
         and they are always so old that they shake up every bone in the human body and every screw in their own. If the buses are always the same, so is the landscape through which they travel.
         Once a town is left behind, there is nothing till the next one except flat land, broiling sky, distances and dust. Especially
         dust: the sides of the bus are open with only bars across them so that the hot winds blow in freely, bearing desert sands
         to choke up ears and nostrils and set one’s teeth on edge with grit.
      

      
      The town of Khatm turned out to be a wretched little place. Of course Satipur isn’t all that grand either, but it does give
         a sense of having been allowed to grow according to its own needs. But Khatm just huddles in the shadow of the Nawab’s palace.
         It seems to have been built only to serve the Palace, and now that there is no one left in there, doesn’t know what to do
         with itself. The streets are dense, run-down, and dirty. There are many, many beggars.
      

      
      Protected by high pearl-grey walls, the Palace is set in spacious grounds with many tall trees. There are fountains and water
         channels, garden pavilions, and a little private mosque with a golden dome. Inder Lal and I sat down under a tree while the
         watchman went off to find the keys. I asked Inder Lal about the Nawab’s family but he doesn’t know much more than I do. After
         the Nawab’s death in 1953, his nephew Karim, who was still an infant at the time, inherited the Palace. But he never lived
         there. In fact, he lives in London where I met him just before coming out here (I will write about that later). The family
         are still negotiating with the Government of India for a sale, but so far, over all these years, no price has been agreed
         upon. There are no other bidders: who would want a place like this nowadays – and in Khatm?
      

      
      Inder Lal was not keen to discuss the Nawab. Yes, he had heard about him and his dissolute bad life; also vague rumours about the old scandal. But who cares about that now? All those people are dead, and even if any of them should still be left
         alive somewhere, there is no one to be interested in their doings. Inder Lal was much more interested to tell me about his
         own troubles which are many. When the man arrived with the keys, we walked around the Palace and now I saw all the halls and
         rooms and galleries I have thought about so much and tried to imagine to myself. But the place is empty now, it is just a
         marble shell. The furnishing has been sold off in European auction rooms, and all that is left, here and there like shipwrecks
         floating in the marble halls, are some broken Victorian sofas and the old cloth fans – pull-punkahs – hanging dustily from the ceiling.
      

      
      Inder Lal walked close behind me and told me about the goings-on in his office. There is a lot of intrigue and jealousy. Inder
         Lal would like not to get involved – all he asks is to be allowed to carry out his duties – but this is impossible, people
         will not let him alone, one is forced to take sides. As a matter of fact, there is a lot of jealousy and intrigue against
         him too as the head of his department is favourably disposed towards him. This is very galling to Inder Lal’s fellow officers
         who would do anything – such is their nature – to pull him down.
      

      
      We stood on an upper gallery overlooking the main drawing room. The watchman explained that here the ladies of the household
         used to sit concealed behind curtains to peer down at the social entertainment below. One curtain was still left hanging there
         – a rich brocade, stiff with dust and age. I touched it to admire the material, but it was like touching something dead and
         mouldering. Inder Lal – who was just telling me about the head of his department whose mind is unfortunately being poisoned
         by interested parties – also touched the curtain. He commented: ‘Ah, where has it all gone?’ – a sentiment which was at once echoed by the watchman. But
         then both of them decided that I had seen enough. When we got out into the garden again – as green and shady as the Palace
         was white and cool – the watchman began rather urgently to speak to Inder Lal. I asked about the Nawab’s private mosque, but
         Inder Lal informed me that this would not be interesting and that instead the watchman would now show me the little Hindu
         shrine he had fixed up for his own worship.
      

      
      I don’t know what this place had been originally – perhaps a store-room? It was really no more than a hole in the wall and
         one had to stoop to get through the opening. Several other people crowded in with us. The watchman switched on an electric
         light bulb and revealed the shrine. The principal god – he was in his monkey aspect, as Hanuman – was kept in a glass case;
         there were two other gods with him, each in a separate glass case. All were made of plaster-of-paris and dressed in bits of
         silk and pearl necklaces. The watchman looked at me expectantly so of course I had to say how nice it was and also donate
         five rupees. I was anxious to get out as it was stifling in there with no ventilation and all these people crowded in. Inder
         Lal was making his obeisances to the three smiling gods. He had his eyes shut and his lips moved devoutly. I was given some
         bits of rock sugar and a few flower petals which I did not of course like to throw away so that I was still clutching them
         on the bus back to Satipur. When I thought Inder Lal was not looking, I respectfully tipped them out the side of the bus,
         but they have left the palm of my hand sticky and with a lingering smell of sweetness and decay that is still there as I write.
      

      
      
1923
      

      
      Olivia first met the Nawab at a dinner party he gave in his palace at Khatm. She had by that time been in Satipur for several
         months and was already beginning to get bored. Usually the only people she and Douglas saw were the Crawfords (the Collector
         and his wife), the Saunders (the Medical Superintendent), and Major and Mrs Minnies. That was in the evenings and on Sundays.
         The rest of the time Olivia was alone in her big house with all the doors and windows shut to keep out the heat and dust.
         She read, and played the piano, but the days were long, very long. Douglas was of course extremely busy with his work in the
         district.
      

      
      The day of the Nawab’s dinner party, Douglas and Olivia drove over to Khatm with the Crawfords in the latter’s car. The Saunders
         had also been invited but could not go because of Mrs Saunders’ ill health. It was a drive of about 15 miles, and Douglas
         and the Crawfords, who had all of them been entertained by the Nawab before, were being stoic about the uncomfortable journey
         as well as about the entertainment that lay ahead of them. But Olivia was excited. She was in a travelling costume – a cream
         linen suit – and her evening dress and satin shoes and jewel case were packed in her overnight bag. She was glad to think
         that soon she would be wearing them and people would see her.
      

      
      Like many Indian rulers, the Nawab was fond of entertaining Europeans. He was at a disadvantage in not having much to entertain
         them with, for his state had neither interesting ruins nor was it hunting country. All it had was dry soil and impoverished
         villages. But his palace, which had been built in the 1820s, was rather grand. Olivia’s eyes lit up as she was led into the dining room and saw beneath the chandeliers the long,
         long table laid with a Sèvres dinner service, silver, crystal, flowers, candelabras, pomegranates, pineapples, and little
         golden bowls of crystallised fruits. She felt she had, at last in India, come to the right place.
      

      
      Only the guests were not right. Besides the party from Satipur, there was another English couple, Major and Mrs Minnies, who
         lived near Khatm; and one plump, balding Englishman called Harry something who was a house guest of the Nawab’s. Major and
         Mrs Minnies were very much like the Crawfords. Major Minnies was the political agent appointed to advise the Nawab and the
         rulers of some adjacent small states on matters of policy. He had been in India for over twenty years and knew all there was
         to know about it; so did his wife. And of course so did the Crawfords. Their experience went back several generations, for
         they were all members of families who had served in one or other of the Indian services since before the Mutiny. Olivia had
         met other such old India hands and was already very much bored by them and their interminable anecdotes about things that
         had happened in Kabul or Multan. She kept asking herself how it was possible to lead such exciting lives – administering whole
         provinces, fighting border battles, advising rulers – and at the same time to remain so dull. She looked around the table
         – at Mrs Crawford and Mrs Minnies in their dowdy frocks more suitable to the English watering places to which they would one
         day retire than to this royal dining table; Major Minnies and Mr Crawford, puffy and florid, with voices that droned on and
         on confident of being listened to though everything they were saying was, Olivia thought, as boring as themselves. Only Douglas
         was different. She stole a look at him: yes, he was right. As always, he was sitting up very straight; his nose was straight, so was his high forehead; his evening jacket
         fitted impeccably. He was noble and fair.
      

      
      Olivia was not the only one admiring Douglas. The Nawab’s house guest, the Englishman called Harry someone who was sitting
         next to her, whispered to her: ‘I like your husband.’ ‘Oh do you?’ Olivia said. ‘So do I.’ Harry picked up his napkin from his knees and giggled into it. He whispered
         from behind it: ‘Quite a change from our other friends,’ and his eyes swept over the Crawfords and the Minnies and when they came back to Olivia he rolled them in distress.
         She knew it was disloyal, but she could hardly help smiling in reply. It was nice to have someone feel the same way as herself;
         she hadn’t so far met anyone in India who did. Not even, she sometimes could not help feeling, her Douglas. She looked at
         him again where he sat listening to Major Minnies with attention and genuine respect.
      

      
      The Nawab, at the head of his table, also appeared to be listening to his guest with attention and respect. In fact, he was
         leaning forward in his eagerness not to miss a word. When Major Minnies’ story turned amusing – he was telling them about
         a devilish clever Hindu moneylender in Patna who had attempted to outwit the Major many, many years ago when the latter was
         still green behind the ears – the Nawab, to mark his appreciation of the Major’s humour, threw himself far back in his chair
         and rapped the table; he only interrupted his laughter in order to invite his other guests to join him in it. But Olivia felt
         he was putting it on: she was almost sure of it. She saw that, while he seemed to be entirely engrossed in listening to the
         Major, he was really very alert to what was going on around his table. Always the first to see an empty glass or plate, he
         would give a swift order: usually with a glance, though sometimes he rapped out, sotto-voce, some Urdu word of command. At the same time he took in each one of his guests, and it seemed to Olivia
         that he had already come to his own conclusions with regard to them all. She would have loved to know what those conclusions
         were but suspected that he would take good care to dissemble them. Unless of course she got to know him really well. His eyes
         often rested on her, and she let him study her while pretending not to notice. She liked it – as she had liked the way he
         had looked at her when she had first come in. His eyes had lit up – he checked himself immediately, but she had seen it and
         realised that here at last was one person in India to be interested in her the way she was used to.
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