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To my feisty daughters



One


Although Uncle Charles’s home lay in the heart of London, once the jubilee was over and Queen Victoria had returned to her silence, so too did the house. The hush was unbearable. At times I could hear the sound of horses’ hooves passing by, the newspaper seller calling out on the corner and occasionally a bell on a bicycle, but I missed the familiar barking of the wild dogs in the night. It even smelt quiet. And it was cold. The house was five storeys high, painted white with a thick, shiny black-panelled front door and a fanlight above that on bright days cast the shadowy reflection of the words Inkerman House on the tiled floor of the front hall.

Aunt Caroline, who loved a mourning garment better than any other, undertook to drown me further by sheathing me in black. My petticoats had a black ribbon sewn on the hem and even the handkerchiefs into which I was supposed to weep had black borders. It was as if we mourned the passing of all colour as well. Yet I did not cry in front of my aunt. I would not have her believe that Papa was dead.

Papa used to say that the world is full of untold stories. Wherever we went, whoever we met, he would seek out tales like a man searching through tea bush after tea bush for the sweetest, most tender of leaves.

I was born in Assam in the year the British ban on the Assamese using their own language in their schools and in the courtroom was lifted, thanks, in part, to Papa, who loved them and fought for them. Stories should be told in their native tongue, he said. ‘Tales that need to be told find a moment when the time is right, Valentine,’ he would declare, ‘and how marvellous if we happen to be there.’

I used to think of these things as I sat in Aunt Caroline’s drawing room, behind the sash windows, each with its twelve panes of fine plate glass. There were no stories here. I sometimes looked out for my cousin Reggie but mostly I sat, counting the panes over and over as I tried to quell a kind of hysteria that often rose in my throat. We needn’t have been trapped, Aunt Caroline and I, for there was also a set of French windows that led out to a first-floor balcony with iron railings, but the windows were never opened. Someone had once made the mistake of telling my aunt that she had a delicate constitution and ever since she had lived in as enthusiastic a state of delicacy as good manners would permit. Instead of fresh air, the drawing room had pot plants and mirrors carefully positioned to reflect any outside greenery. It almost made me laugh. To me, who had grown up running through tall elephant grasses, it did not feel green at all. It felt like death.

Perhaps because Papa had so distressed my grandfather, Lord Grey, with his marriage, his brother Charles had been more circumspect in his choice of wife. He wed Caroline Birkbeck of the Birkbeck banking family in a match arranged by both families. It was a society event, a union approved by everyone. Then, when my grandfather died, Uncle Charles assumed the title. Perhaps that rather went to Aunt Caroline’s head, for it was in her capacity as Lady Grey that she came into my life.

I can see Papa standing in the dappled light on the veranda, sipping tea from our own plantation and reading her letters. Not knowing that they would one day change my life, I enjoyed them. They spoke of an existence I could not imagine, a life that was nothing to do with us. In my aunt’s world, people were ‘at home’ or ‘dined out’ and Reggie was always up to no good. I liked the stories. I would run to stand beside Papa as soon as a letter arrived.

‘Tell me about Reggie!’ I would beg. ‘Has he been expelled again?’

Papa loved the Assamese, their food and their language, but he could never be anything other than an English gentleman. His name was Albert Grey. He was the most important person in the world to me and thus the handsomest of men.

He was tall and fit with a great wave of dark hair and a fine bushy moustache – but no picture could capture what made him good-looking. Anything in nature that bursts with life attracts the eye and I never once saw Papa without energy and enthusiasm; he was always desperate to escape the confines of the drawing room. It was no wonder that he left Inkerman House. How he would have railed against my imprisonment in that place.

Papa was still in his early twenties when he met my mother, Elizabeth Perreau. Everyone said that I inherited her features. She was tall and angular with auburn hair. Papa would often tell me how he fell in love with her across the footlights. Night after night he sat in the dark of the theatre, looking up at this shining creature. At last he went backstage and introduced himself.

‘She fell for me in an instant,’ he’d boast. ‘Couldn’t resist my charm. I used to be charming, you know, Valentine.’ He’d smile at me and wink his eye. These were stories I couldn’t get enough of and he played to his gallery: me.

They were soon engaged to be married. It was not, however, an arrangement that pleased everybody; my grandfather would not hear of it, nor indeed would he allow my mother into the house.

‘“If the Greys do not have theatricals to dine then they most certainly do not marry them.”’ Papa would quote his father, pretending it hadn’t cut him deeply.

But he was a stubborn man. Once he made up his mind to do something there was no persuading him otherwise – a trait, I suppose, he passed to me.

‘Passion, Valentine! It is the beginning and end of everything. You must feel deeply or not bother with things at all.’

Papa had a small trust fund, not much by his family’s standards but enough to give him the courage and the wherewithal to marry his Elizabeth in secret. Almost immediately they set sail for India to live on a tea plantation that he’d bought through a small advertisement on the front page of The Times.

Our plantation lay in the lush green valley where the Barak river flows down from the Manipur Hills. He built a chang bungalow, a single-storey wooden building raised up on stout wooden stilts, a design common to the area to keep wildlife at bay. There was a deep, shady veranda with a sloping roof that looked out across wide acres of tea bushes that spread over the valley like a comforting green blanket. Here my mother would sit sheltered from the burning sun while Papa, with a happy mix of laughter and bravado, accommodated himself to his new life.

‘Look, Lizzie, I can get straight on the back of the elephant from up here!’ and he would ride off, pleased with himself, trumpeting more than the vast creature he rode upon. Then on 14 February 1882 I arrived in the world. I was not, however, to grow up in my mother’s care, for she died, as mothers of the British Raj so often did, a few hours after my arrival.

Papa never told me that story. That was left to Bahadur. Dear Bahadur, it’s hard to know how to describe him. I suppose others might have called him Papa’s manservant, but he was so much more than that. Bahadur, the dark-skinned man of Assam who taught Papa how to live in India and whom Papa trusted like a brother. He was there when I was born. He said Papa wept the tears of a bordoichila, the thunderstorms that came in the afternoons and washed down the dust.

Of course I only knew the joy of growing up at my dear papa’s side, striding with him across the plantation as he called out to the workers. I can see the women sitting on their haunches to gather the first crop of leaves, the coolies spreading them out to dry on low tables in a sheltered courtyard. The men wore turbans and only a suriya, a length of cloth wrapped around the waist and the legs and knotted at the waist, and took orders from Papa as he stood, with a bamboo jaapi hat on his head edged in brilliant red.

I didn’t go to school because there wasn’t one for miles, and really because Papa did not want to let me go.

‘I lost one great love, Valentine,’ he would say. ‘I haven’t the heart to lose another.’

We fished the Barak and sat on the banks of the river drying our koroti catch, which we would eat with great dollops of sweet chutney. Oh, what I would give for a taste of that now. At night the men would make food so spicy it warmed the air. I tried every morsel and refused to be undone by the way it cut the back of my throat.

We would go jackal hunting with our motley pack of dogs, always led by Little Jock. Although he was a terrier and thus the smallest in the pack, he had no fear. Papa led the way on his stallion, whip in hand and baying for us all to follow on through the long grasses. What would Aunt Caroline have thought if she knew that Papa had taught me to bring down anything I aimed at with my rifle?

‘That’s it. Steady, Valentine. Mind over matter. You can do it.’

It was a wonderful life and I was entirely content.

We were as far from the concerns of London as it is possible to imagine. If London held any interest for me, it was only for news of Reggie. He was two years older than me and forever in some scrape or other. Sometimes Reggie wrote to me himself and then I almost longed to go to boarding school so that I too might have such fun. But Papa was my only teacher – until one of Aunt Caroline’s letters arrived.

‘She is most insistent, Valentine.’ He read her words aloud: ‘No one expects a child past the age of seven to remain in India. I’m sorry to have to be so indelicate as to mention it but,    regrettably, Valentine is motherless and needs the guidance of a woman’s hand if there is ever to be any hope of introducing    her into society.’

‘But I don’t want to be introduced to society,’ I declared firmly.

‘No, indeed,’ agreed Papa. ‘Most disagreeable.’

Nevertheless, the letters continued to come over the next few years until just after my fifteenth birthday, when I became ill with high fever and delirium. Bahadur said Papa was frantic and sat by my bed day and night. By the time I had recovered he had booked my passage to London.

‘It’s just for the summer,’ he insisted. ‘Just one summer. I want you to get strong again. Have an adventure.’

‘I have adventures with you,’ I wailed.

Perhaps Papa was afraid that I might be developing my mother’s intolerance for the climate. Bahadur said later that he must have had a premonition.

‘It’s just a few months. Bahadur will go with you. He will protect you and bring you safely back to my arms.’ Papa held me tight, his jacket so familiar against my cheek, the smell of him so safe.

‘Come with me, Papa, please!’ I implored.

My nursemaid, my bai, had done her best to adapt a few of Mother’s old dresses for me, but nothing truly fitted and in any case I had no idea how to wear a dress. She hugged me as she had done all my life and her skin was soft as she wrapped her arms around me. Bahadur dispensed with his usual loincloth and wore one of Papa’s old suits but he still sported his turban and, disliking shoes intensely, often forgot to put them on. No one on the long passage to Southampton spoke to the dark-skinned barefoot man and the strange child. We arrived at Inkerman House on 3 May 1897 in a great London fog. From the moment I set foot in the place all I wanted to do was to escape.

I was due to stay for three months but just a few weeks later news came of a devastating earthquake that had hit my beloved Assam. When Uncle Charles received the telegram, he called me into his study and told me kindly and gently, while Bahadur held my hand. I did not understand and looked up at the tall man from Assam who had been beside me since I was a baby. Everything had changed.

I sat on the stairs waiting, waiting for a telegram from Papa to say he was alive. To say he was coming for me. Bahadur left ten days later to catch the first boat available. I tried to hold on to him and force him to not leave me behind.

‘Little konya,’ he said soothingly, ‘I will see you again but for now you must stay here with your family.’

‘But you are my family,’ I sobbed. ‘I don’t want anyone else.’

I made a terrible scene, I’m sure, all the worse for my aunt because it was conducted both in the street and with a black man. London did not know that the world had stopped. Everywhere you could hear the noisy celebrations of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee.



So join with me, all of you, while I sing Britannia’s praise,

The Empire on whose shores the sun has cast no setting rays…





Bahadur’s hansom cab pulled away and his hand was wrenched from mine as he called out, ‘I will be back, konya, I promise.’

I sat alone in the dark hall, listening for the doorbell. People came and went. Harris, the butler, opened and closed the door to visitors, the footmen and maids delivered items to the rooms where they were required and still I sat. I did not belong in England, in this confining and foreign place. I should not be here. Nothing would have happened to Papa if I had been with him.

Eventually Uncle Charles came to sit by my side. He was an intensely formal man and I don’t suppose he had ever sat on the stairs before. We sat in silence for some while before he awkwardly slipped his arm around me and said softly, ‘My poor child, I cannot bear it but we must face this terrible news. We must be resolute and brave. I have had another telegram. I am afraid it is true. My brother … your dear father … is dead.’

He was being kind but I could not, would not, hear what he had said. His hand rested near my cheek and as he spoke I turned and bit his thumb with all my might.



Two


Death rustled in every corner of Inkerman House. It was not even Papa’s passing that had introduced the darkness. When I arrived, Aunt Caroline was already drenched in black. Although her father-in-law had died more than two years before, she had not yet given up mourning him. As soon as the news was delivered from his bedroom, she had ordered black silk bombazine dresses from Jay’s of Regent Street. Jay’s was a veritable mourning warehouse, where I was to learn that the staff knew such important things as the correct width of a grieving daughter-in-law’s hatband. The loss of my papa, whom Aunt Caroline had never even met, meant that, with a sigh, she was able to continue her outward displays of grief.

The truth is I think she liked black. She was the thinnest, palest woman I had ever met, a woman who appeared too thin to allow anything as vulgar as blood to flow through her system. The colour red was not for her. Her dark dresses were trimmed with a hard, scratchy crape that had a strange crimped appearance and made a crackling sound as she walked.

Maisie shook her head over it all.

‘It’s bad luck, you know,’ she whispered to me as Aunt Caroline rustled past.

‘What is?’ I answered boldly, although I knew by now that chats with Maisie were sternly forbidden.

‘Mourning past time. It brings more death to the house, you mark my words.’

Maisie was the ‘between maid’. I had never heard of such a thing. In general, it seemed to mean that she did the work no one else in the household was inclined to. She helped in the kitchen, served in the servants’ hall and was assigned to me because everyone else was already busy. Maisie and I arrived at Inkerman House at about the same time and were the same age, yet Maisie, born and brought up in London, seemed worldly-wise to me. She knew how to get stains out of white satin slippers; how to stop chimneys from smoking and that the time was right for Aunt Caroline to pack away her grief. Meeting Maisie showed me how little I understood; how little I belonged.

‘I’m Valentine,’ I had declared, sticking out my hand. She had ignored my proffered greeting and furrowed her brow silently. ‘What’s the matter?’ I’d gabbled. ‘Don’t you know your name?’

‘Can’t remember,’ she had replied. ‘I just got here and her ladyship said it so quickly.’

‘Maisie,’ announced an uninterested Aunt Caroline when I asked her.

‘But she didn’t seem to know,’ I persisted. ‘How could she not know her own name?’

Aunt Caroline dismissed my question with a wave of her hand. ‘I believe she has just arrived.’

‘What’s that got to do with her name?’

Colour rose in Aunt Caroline’s cheek. It looked out of place against her high-necked black collar. ‘Valentine, the staff are not your concern. Kindly do not engage with them.’

‘But I don’t understand how anyone could not know their own name.’

Aunt Caroline frowned at me. ‘The between maids at Inkerman House have always been called Maisie. It makes it easier for everyone to remember.’

I was a cuckoo in the house and for a while everyone despaired. It was clear that my odd ideas, overheated emotions and grief needed to be confined and checked. Part of Maisie’s job was to help me get dressed each morning. Aunt Caroline was not available to assist for she was busy with her own maid, Bess, who pinched and pulled her into suitable shape to face the world. I certainly needed help, if not an instruction book, for here were clothes I had never encountered before – corsets and petticoats that nipped me in and weighed me down as if the still waters of the house were passing silently over my head. I railed against the pins that constrained my hair, like a young colt brought from wide pastures to suffer for the first time the bit and bridle. I had never worn the dresses of a young girl, just the loose trousers and tops of the coolies so I could sit astride a horse like a boy.

‘There are a few simple rules,’ Aunt Caroline explained as she and Maisie positioned a large mirror in my bedroom. She seemed astonished by my reflection. ‘Heavens, you must be as tall as Reginald. Now, there are certain essentials which you must always bear in mind. Sham jewellery is always vulgar no matter what anyone says. You’ve a large head so we shall need a good-sized bonnet.’ She began to measure me with a tape. ‘A woman’s neck should measure twice the circumference of her wrist and your waist,’ she eyed the tape and sighed, ‘remember, there is nothing more deplorable than a large and clumsy waist.’

She told me all this but she could not tell me why. Indeed the question ‘why?’ rarely arose about anything. Every detail about the running of Aunt Caroline’s life followed a rule laid down by someone else, someone we didn’t know, but nevertheless the rules had to be obeyed. Suddenly Aunt Caroline gave a great start and for a moment had to lean against the bedpost to catch her breath.

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked, thinking she might be ill.

She pointed to my feet. ‘Oh, my heavens, whatever shall we do with those?’ she gasped.

I looked down. Years of running barefoot had left me with wide, strong feet.

‘They’re enormous,’ whispered my aunt.

‘Really?’ I said, more fascinated than horrified.

I put my foot alongside Maisie’s dainty one and saw that it was considerably longer.

My aunt took a deep breath and tried to pull herself together. ‘Black,’ she declared. ‘You will only ever be able to wear black boots … with toecaps. We must do whatever we can to diminish them.’

By the time we had finished with my transformation and the seamstresses had been and gone, I stood once more in front of the mirror and did not know myself. The warm glow of my skin from the Indian sun was fading. Dressed totally in black, I looked pale and gawky as if I now came from a different race of people. Constrained by corsets and camisoles, petticoats and stays, and wearing tightly laced, uncomfortable boots with heels, it was clear that I could not even run away. I had turned into an alien being. Tears slid down my face. Maisie slipped her hand into mine. Aunt Caroline turned away to select a hat.

Bahadur had not been gone a week before my aunt began giving me daily lessons. It was clear that I needed instruction. While other women spent their time dispensing pleasant philanthropy to the poor, Aunt Caroline now decided to devote herself solely to my improvement. Perhaps she thought it would distract me from thinking about Papa.

She would tap her fan on the back of the fire screen as we stood in the drawing room.

‘Concentrate, concentrate. Now then, where were we?’

‘Crossing the road,’ I mumbled, still staring out at the seemingly uncrossable street. I thought I saw a woman on a bicycle and pressed my face against the glass for a better look.

‘Don’t steam the glass, child,’ admonished my aunt. ‘Did we conclude “conversation”?’ she asked.

‘Yes, yes.’ I was not listening but instead willed myself outside.

‘Quietly, Valentine, subdued tones, please,’ insisted my aunt. ‘We are not among your … collies now.’

‘Coolies,’ I corrected her and then realised my mistake. ‘Sorry, sorry …’ I was perpetually sorry. ‘… “When conversing with people who know less than you … do not … do not … do not do something …”’

My aunt finished the sentence for me. ‘“Do not lead the conversation where they cannot follow.” Although that is unlikely to come up in your case,’ she sniffed.

Aunt Caroline discussed everything that might possibly happen to a lady and what a lady might do when it did, but as we mostly sat at home it seemed entirely pointless.

I quickly learned that life at Inkerman House passed in much the same way each day. After breakfast Uncle Charles would retire to the library. During the day he dealt with ‘business’, which seemed to involve dark-suited men arriving and being shown to the library for much murmuring. At these times only Harris, the butler, was permitted to go in and out, bearing silver trays of refreshments from Cook’s domain in the kitchen. After supper Uncle would move to the study, which housed his butterfly collection. Uncle Charles was an Aurelian, a keen butterfly collector, and he spent hours mounting the offerings of friends who returned from foreign climes with the delicate dead creatures carefully sealed in envelopes.

I think he liked the fact that the butterflies were dead, for he liked quiet. Quiet was the order of the day. Slops were emptied quietly, dusters shaken with care for fear of disturbance and stairs were swept in long, silent strokes. Throughout the day the stillness of the house was broken only by the doorbell when, three or four times at least, the post was delivered. Uncle Charles disapproved of letters being thrown through the letterbox and insisted on hand delivery. For a while the sound of the bell made me jump. I was convinced that a letter confirming Papa’s survival and demanding my return would arrive any day, but no such message came.

Aunt Caroline was not unkind and I did not mean to disappoint her. I think we had literally come from opposite ends of the earth. She could have sent me away to school but instead she shouldered the task of educating me herself, beginning each lesson with as deep a sigh as her corset would allow.

‘Oh, Valentine, there is so much to do. I cannot believe that your father, bless his soul, left you in this ignorant state.’

Everything about me was wrong. I was too tall to be considered delicate, my jaw too strong to ever play coy and my voice too deep to simper. When I did speak I had nothing suitable to say. I was doomed to be a hopeless member of polite society and would put my big feet in everything, including my mouth.

I did not sleep well. Most nights I had the same dream – that Bahadur was frantically pulling something from the rubble of our house. I thought it was Papa but when Bahadur turned to me, triumphant, it was an old doll he had pulled from the wreckage. Somehow she was crying. Her china face was smashed and blood ran from it. I would awake startled, often before the sun was up, and rush to the window to look out at the street to see if someone had come for me. The restlessness in me rose up as if my chest would burst with it. Whenever I awoke to find that I was not in my cool, wooden room in Papa’s house but here in the still of London, I felt as though I were being punished for something I had not done.

Once I had calmed myself I liked those early hours. Dressed in my nightie and freed from my shoes, I would wander about like a silent ghost. One morning, as I padded miserably about the still slumbering house in my bare feet, I happened upon the nursery on the top floor. The door gave no indication of the excitement that lay beyond. Reggie was now too old for toys. They had not been touched for some time but still stood ready for play. These were not things I knew from childhood. There was the most wonderful clockwork train set all laid out on a great board with small trees and tunnels, a dapple-grey rocking horse with a leather saddle big enough for me to ride upon and a Noah’s Ark with all the animals still waiting to board two by two. A strange object made up of a stand with two circular discs stood on a table. I spun the discs and together they produced a picture of a tiger leaping in a circus ring. It was the most magical room I had ever been in and I thought disloyally how much more fun Reggie’s toys were than my poor playthings back home.

After that I would wake early each morning and go straight to the nursery, where I played with the alphabet blocks and did jigsaw puzzles. I found a marvellous penknife in a drawer and took to carrying it secretly with me at all times. One day I had stayed later than usual, sorting a large group of soldiers into ranks, when there was a sound at the door. I started up and knocked an entire regiment to the floor.

‘I was just—’ I began.

‘It’s all right, it’s me, Maisie.’

Maisie grinned at me, somewhat aghast. ‘They know you’re in here? Not dressed and all?’

I shook my head.

‘You better hop it,’ she advised, bending down to pick up some of the fallen men. I reached down to help her and we began laying the ranks in formation once more.

‘I reckon the blue ones look the fiercest.’

Maisie shook her head. ‘Nah, got to be the reds.’ Without further chat we took opposing sides, placing our men to advantage across a wooden table. After that we met most mornings in the nursery before the world was awake and we both had tasks to do. We put soldiers on the train and sent them off to fight, we cared for abandoned animals left ashore in error when the ark sailed and sometimes we rode off into the distance together on the back of the wooden horse. I had never had a friend of my own age. We might have carried on if we hadn’t found the Diablo.

Maisie had seen one before and was quite the acrobat with the thing, holding the sticks in either hand, spinning the double-headed top and then tossing it high in the air before catching it again on the taut string. It made me laugh out loud with pleasure as the top occasionally flew high enough to hit the ceiling and bounce back down.

One morning, the nursery door opened and there stood Harris with a long and dark face.

‘Maisie!’ It was clear many rules had been broken.

Maisie put down the Diablo and scuttled out of the room. Slowly I followed her, padding past with my big feet. Harris looked down at me.

‘Now, Miss Grey,’ he intoned, ‘we cannot have such loud laughter. Your aunt …’ He left the subject of what effect loud laughter might have on my aunt hanging in the air.

Harris shut the door behind us, locked it and put the key in his waistcoat pocket.

There was no more playing after that. Maisie, terrified that she might lose her position, stayed away from me. So now I kept to my room in the early hours, sitting on the window seat and looking out into the street. I still had Reggie’s penknife and one morning was sitting gouging my name into the woodwork when a horse and cart stopped at the front door. It unloaded a large trunk and a young man dressed in a striped blazer topped with a straw boater.

I sat still and heard, ‘Mama, I am home and I’m starving.’

It was Reggie.

I tugged on my clothes in the greatest hurry and rushed down to meet him. My newly arrived cousin was in the hall with his trunk open on the floor, pulling out all manner of things. I was so busy trying to see what he was like that I missed the final steps and fell in front of him.

Reggie laughed. ‘If you are the new maid then Mama must remember not to let you carry crockery.’

I blushed, struggling to my feet. ‘I’m Valentine. I’m your cousin.’

‘Well, how splendid,’ declared Reggie, as he helped me.

My silent, serious uncle and his parched wife had produced something unexpected. Where his father was sombre, Reggie was cheerful; where his mother was anxious, Reggie seemed to seize each moment with pleasure. Later I would try to imagine what might make Reggie serious, for he was hardly ever without a smile and a laugh. Papa would have loved him.

‘Are you from the poor side of the family?’ he asked.

‘What makes you say that?’ I demanded, anger instantly rising.

Reggie put his arm around me. ‘You seem to have no shoes.’

I looked down at my bare feet. ‘I forgot,’ I said sheepishly. ‘I don’t really like shoes.’

Reggie squeezed my shoulder. We were roughly the same height and instantly I felt as though we fitted together. As if we were a match. He was slight for a boy and we both had the same sandy-coloured hair. He nodded and immediately sat down on the stairs, where he began taking off his boots and socks.

‘Terribly confining, the old shoe,’ he agreed. He wriggled his toes on the stair as I sat down beside him. We looked at our feet side by side. They were similar in size and shape, his perhaps a little narrow for a boy and mine a little wide for a girl.

‘Funny things, feet,’ he murmured. ‘No one can do without them yet on the whole we pretend they’re not there at all. The frayed edges of the body.’

‘I have terrible feet. I shall need toecaps and everything to diminish them.’

‘Reginald, Reginald.’ My aunt entered the hall, her voluminous black dress like a galleon in full piratical sail. She came to an abrupt halt in front of us.

‘Whatever are you doing?’

‘Darling Mama, my beloved cousin and I were discussing feet.’

‘Valentine …’ she began reprovingly.

Reggie leapt up. ‘Valentine, nothing, Mama. It is entirely my doing. I have biology next term and I thought I might as well start at the bottom and work my way up. Before the thrill of further education is upon us, however, I have spent an entire and rather lengthy term learning the delights of the lathe.’ He turned to me and in a theatrical aside whispered, ‘Although how this piece of education will benefit anyone is a mystery.’

Reggie began rummaging once more in his trunk. ‘After many hours and the odd regrettable encounter with splinters … other than as a component part of a good fire, I fail, if I am frank, to see the attraction of wood … I have created this!’

Triumphantly Reggie pulled out a delicate if somewhat uneven construction of tiny wooden shelves. ‘It is for you, Mama, for your …’ Reggie squinted and eyed his handiwork with a hint of doubt ‘for your … curios. It is a curio resting place.’

Aunt Caroline clapped her hands with delight.

‘Oh Reggie, how thoughtful.’

Reggie led his mother off to find ‘just the right spot’ on her dressing table for her brilliant son’s handicraft.

Now that Reggie was home, Aunt Caroline seemed more cheerful and even Uncle Charles did not spend all his time locked in the gloom of the study. I was allowed back into the nursery under Reggie’s care, and we spent hours creating fantasy worlds where there was no rule that could not be broken. Reggie was everything I had ever imagined he might be. He became my brother, my other half. Occasionally we were allowed to walk to the park and I always took the deepest of breaths as we left the house.

‘Do you like it here?’ he asked one afternoon as we strolled under a great oak tree.

‘I shan’t stay,’ I answered confidently. ‘I shall go abroad soon.’

‘I shall miss you,’ he said.

‘And I you, Reggie, but I don’t belong. I wish it weren’t so … confining. Aunt Caroline has so many rules. Uncle Charles is nice but he’s so … dry.’

Reggie nodded. ‘Yes, he is dry. Perhaps we ought to do something about that.’

It was a foolish idea but we were young and had, perhaps, a misguided notion of what might be entertaining. Maisie, who grew daring in Reggie’s presence, fetched us a tin bucket from the scullery and we filled it with water. Reggie got a chair and between us we carefully balanced the heavy bucket on top of Uncle Charles’s study door while he was out. It never occurred to us that anyone other than Uncle might choose to enter his study.

That night Aunt Caroline could be heard complaining in the fiercest of tones to Uncle Charles.

‘I know she is your niece but, Charles, I cannot cope with her. I have tried, you know I have, but she is like a wild beast. Reggie had not been home two minutes when I found them practically naked in the hall. She could have killed me with that bucket and let’s not forget that she also very nearly severed your thumb from your hand.’

I was listening outside the door when Reggie walked past me into the study. I could hear his voice, unusually quiet, as he spoke to his parents.

‘It wasn’t Valentine, Papa. It was me. I am so sorry. I had no thought of Mama entering the room. It was meant to be a joke. I am sorry. Valentine had nothing to do with it.’

I stood up and pushed the door open. Reggie was standing before his mother and father.

‘Go away, Valentine, this is none of your business,’ said Reggie sharply.

Reggie got a thrashing. I heard the sounds in my room where I lay on the bed weeping at his pain and my own cowardice. I had not cried since I had arrived but now I wept enough tears to wash Aunt Caroline’s mourning clothes white. Maisie crept in and sat stroking my head. Then she lay down beside me on the bed and held me until I sobbed myself to sleep. No doubt there was some rule against it. I did not belong but Reggie, brave Reggie, was on my side and that helped.



Three


It wasn’t until Valentine arrived in his life that Reggie, for the first time in his teenage years, began to feel the simple pleasure of another’s company. She was not some boy to whom he dared not get too close. This was his cousin, a female to boot, who was jolly and liked a dare. It was the Honourable Reginald Charles Albert Grey’s destiny to become the eighth Lord Grey of Marchmont, with a fine house in London and a country estate in Northumbria. He was sent away to the same public boarding school that had confined his father and uncle, and he was expected to do well.

Like everyone else, Reggie spent the early boarding-school years as some older boy’s fag, a menial servant to a more senior pupil. It involved the usual amount of minor bullying and thoughtless physical abuse, but no more than his forefathers had suffered in their time. Before, however, Reggie could rise up the ranks and bully someone else in turn, something happened and the only son of Lord Grey was asked to leave. No Grey had ever been expelled from this ancient school before their education was completed and everyone knew that it was hard on Reggie’s father. How it was for Reggie was less clear.

A place was found for the banished boy at a minor public school where a new headmaster had recently been installed. The school was minor enough to be delighted to take in even the disgraced son of a man such as Lord Grey. The new headmaster had arrived on the tail winds of a scandal involving an affair between the head boy and a lad from the fifth form. Determined to prevent anything ‘unnatural’ occurring among his charges the new man instituted a regime that was less than successful. Indeed, if anything, it highlighted to anyone who had never thought of it before that affection between boys was a real possibility.

Trusted pupils were enlisted to spy on others, doors were removed from lavatories (turning them instantly into suggestive places), students of different age groups were forbidden to speak to each other and younger lads were not even allowed to smile in the presence of older boys. Supervised activities, in particular strenuous sports, were increased, based on the idea that a boy who had run his heart out on the playing field might be less inclined to play elsewhere. Even in the chapel, in the presence presumably of God, the seating arrangements were changed so that young and older boys did not face each other, and each night there were dormitory patrols which left many a sleepless lad feeling he might be under suspicion.

Reggie had not allowed his disgrace to dampen his enthusiasm for life. He joined the drama society and was a triumphant Rosalind in the all-male production of As You Like It. He spoke in the debating society and very nearly persuaded the school that women should be permitted to vote. He wrote poetry, did passable art and could parse sufficient Latin to follow the events of the Punic Wars. He did not triumph on the sports field, preferring to cheer on the first eleven rather than pad up himself, but he was, on the whole, deemed a success.

In the still of the night, however, Reggie suffered. As the dormitory patrols came round and shone lanterns in his face, he only pretended to sleep. Reggie felt guilty although he had committed no offence. He was awash with a sense of humiliation although nothing humiliating had occurred. Reggie felt certain that all the rules about contact between the boys were aimed at him. Just at him. He saw no one else who might break them. He was so full of self-loathing that he remained unaware of the many trysts between pupils of all ages going on around him. At this new school he kept to himself the shame of being expelled, which never left him. The irony was that he had not even liked the boy he’d been caught kissing. The carefree fellow of the daylight hours masked the boy racked with distress at night. He ran his hand over his body and wished his feelings away.

Reggie had felt utterly alone – until now. In the holidays he and Valentine became inseparable. They went on picnics together and occasionally persuaded Lord Grey to part with a little money for a rather grander outing. They both loved the zoological gardens, which were an easy walk away in Regent’s Park. Reggie adored the monkeys, especially Mickie the Chimpanzee, who most days was dressed in human clothes as ‘Captain Kettle’. And they were both mad about the bear.

The first time they had seen the bear was on a Tuesday morning. A few visitors were standing around the low railings gazing down into the pit where the brown bear lay, looking morose. A stout pole stood in the centre of the pit like an ursine maypole but the bear was not in the mood to climb.

‘Is he sick?’ asked Reggie of an attendant passing with a barrowload of hay.

The man looked down at the bear and shook his head. ‘Nah, don’t think so. Is it Tuesday?’

Reggie nodded.

‘Yes. Takes Tuesdays off, the bear does. Monday, you see, is cheap tickets for the zoo so we gets a crowd. Everybody comes here with bits and bobs of food to make the bear climb up the pole. By Tuesday he’s had enough.’

Reggie stood looking down at the bear who took the day off and Valentine could see he was quite saddened.

‘Let’s only ever come on Tuesdays,’ said Valentine. ‘Let’s never make him do anything he doesn’t want to do.’

There was a seat near the south entrance where they ate their sandwiches.

‘Would you ever kill yourself, Valentine?’ Reggie asked one day out of the blue, while munching on an apple.

‘No,’ she replied, ‘most definitely not.’

‘Why not?’ asked Reggie.

‘Because Aunt Caroline would be furious.’

Reggie roared with laughter. Nothing made Valentine happier than to see Reggie laugh.

The Carnivore Terrace, where the great cats, bears and hyenas were installed, featured a Bengal tiger and Valentine showed Reggie all the creatures she knew from Assam – the deer, the wild boar and the Indian rhinoceros, famous for his bad temper, who lived in a gabled house like some rough lord of the manor.

Then for a laugh they would run to the elephant enclosure where Jingo, an African elephant, liked to tease the hippo called Guy Fawkes who lived in the next pen. Jingo would reach through the railings and strike the hippo with his trunk. Enraged, the giant creature would rush at the bars, mouth wide with fury, only to have Jingo turn round and with his hind foot sweep a great pile of gravel into poor Guy Fawkes’ open mouth.

Valentine made Reggie feel better. She made him feel that perhaps he might manage after all. He even toyed secretly with the idea that he and his cousin might marry when he left school so that he could please his father. He tried to imagine life with Valentine as his wife, but he could not see them sitting quietly together in some drawing room. The very thought of a restless Valentine pinned to a domestic chair was absurd.

In the final holidays before Reggie was to leave school he was spending his last days in London, gathering material for a history project. He had chosen the Acropolis of Athens as his subject and made his way to the British Museum to do some sketches to bolster his essay, having some sense that his drawings might be better than his lightweight words. Reggie had wanted to take Valentine out for tea that day but his father had insisted on the completion of his school project. He had walked to the museum with dragging feet and was bored before he got there. He wandered in under the grand front colonnade and headed towards the Elgin Room, stopping to read with idle amusement a plaque about Thomas Bruce, 7th Earl of Elgin, once ‘Ambassador Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary of His Britannic Majesty to the Sublime Porte of Selim III, Sultan of Turkey’. He strolled on to view the Minister Plenipotentiary’s salvage from Greece.

The long narrow Elgin Room contained 247 feet of the frieze that once dominated the Parthenon. Reggie had never bothered to look at it before. He ambled over, trying to muster some interest, pulling out his sketchbook and pencil. On the frieze two men rode galloping horses. The man in front was beautiful, quite naked, his body turned to speak to his friend who galloped behind. What did they say to each other? What could they hear above the thundering hooves? Elsewhere more nude men sat so casually among lightly clad gods, all of them seemingly unmoved by the loss of limbs or even heads. Reggie began to walk along the frieze, mesmerised by the white marble lives played out before him. At the end of the long corridor there was a smaller space called the Phigaleian Room. Here a panel depicted a battle between a naked man and one whose lower half was that of a horse. The man had grabbed the centaur by the ear and pulled his knee up between the creature’s front hooves. Meanwhile the bearded centaur had the clean-cut fellow by the throat.

‘The Lapiths and the Centaurs,’ said a voice behind him.

‘Sorry?’ Startled, Reggie turned to see a young man, immaculately dressed and carrying a smart walking stick topped with a silver bird’s head, standing behind him.

‘The man on the right is a Lapith,’ said the newcomer, not looking at Reggie but pointing to the figure with the tip of his cane. ‘Hard, of course, to know from legends whether they even existed,’ the fellow continued. ‘The Greeks believed in them. Thought they lived in Thessaly and on Mount Pelion. Anyway, curious thing, although they look nothing alike, the Lapiths were said to be related to the Centaurs as both were descended from the twin sons of Apollo.’

He turned to Reggie, who found himself silenced, not least by the young man’s intense blue eyes and the chiselled look of his face. He was so perfectly carved as a person that he appeared to be made of marble; to have stepped straight from the ancient frieze and into Reggie’s life. His voice was low but had a resonance that made every word carry like a whisper in Reggie’s ear.

‘According to the myths,’ continued the stranger, ‘one of the Centaurs’ ancestors made the, I think, rather obvious mistake of mating with mares and producing half-men, half-horse descendants. They don’t look it but those two who are fighting were probably cousins.’

The gentleman stopped speaking and tipped his hat to a woman who had overheard his little speech and was now retreating speedily from the room.

Reggie thought perhaps he would move on but the man turned back, pinning him with those eyes, and asked, ‘What do you think of them being here?’

‘Being here?’ repeated Reggie, looking at his feet and feeling a little foolish.

‘The marbles. Do you not think they should be in Greece where they belong?’

‘I suppose,’ he answered slowly, turning his head to find that the stranger was staring intently at a battle between a Greek and a feisty Amazon. Reggie noted that the woman seemed to have the upper hand.

Reggie thought he had never seen anyone more beautiful than this man. He was older than Reggie, perhaps in his mid-twenties, with the most luxuriant hair worn almost to his collar. The man’s voice had the effect of wrapping Reggie in silk; it was the most mellifluous thing Reggie had ever heard.

Quietly, with a gentle smile, the man suddenly recited:



‘Dull is the eye that will not weep to see

Thy walls defaced, thy mouldering shrines removed

By British hands, which it had best behoved

To guard those relics ne’er to be restored.

Curst be the hour when from their isle they roved,

And once again thy hapless bosom gored,

And snatch’d thy shrinking gods to northern climes abhorred!’





‘Do you like that?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Reggie, not knowing himself which he was referring to – the art, the poet or the poetry.

‘Ah,’ replied the man and paused, looking at Reggie with a slight smile. ‘Let us start with something simpler then. Do you know if you have had your luncheon yet?’

Reggie had not and so he followed as the stranger led the way.



Four


I turned sixteen still wearing black and still not quite the woman Aunt Caroline wished me to become. Despite being well past the age when it was permissible, I would often sit on the stairs. I don’t know why. Perhaps I waited for some indefinable news. If anyone had asked, I suppose I would have said I was waiting for Reggie to return from an adventure but in truth I think I looked for my own chance to escape out of the front door. I sat there. The hall clock ticked and time passed.

Sometimes Uncle Charles would open the door to the library, see me sitting there and beckon me in. The heavy velvet curtains would be closed but the room was bright, for every gas burner in the place was alight. Cabinets lined the room, each containing narrow mahogany drawers. Uncle sat hunched at a large table, holding a pair of tweezers over an open glass jar, looking as excited as a small boy.

‘Look at this,’ he cried. ‘Look at this. Magnificent. Papilio nireus lyaeus, the Green-banded Swallowtail.’ Uncle Charles bent so low that his glasses practically touched the table. Then he gently unfolded the wing of a large butterfly. I had seen similar butterflies in Assam. I could almost see one now, resting on the wooden railing of our steps.

‘Look, Valentine,’ Papa would call gently, ‘how beautiful.’

The delicate creature was more than three inches wide from wing to wing and brilliantly coloured – black with bright blue markings in a V shape and a lighter, dappled greeny-blue on the wingtips, as if someone had dripped a paintbrush across it.

‘How your mother would have loved this fellow,’ whispered Papa and pulled me into his embrace …

Uncle Charles coughed and brought me back to his library. I looked again at the dead butterfly.

‘Is it a boy or a girl?’ I asked.

Uncle Charles chuckled. ‘Definitely a boy. The females are much duller in colour.’

I wasn’t at all surprised. Everything about being a female seemed duller than anything a man might be allowed to do.

Uncle Charles stood up and pulled out one of the narrow drawers behind him. It revealed rows of butterflies neatly mounted behind glass, their wings spread as if, were it not for the pin that held them in place, they would fly away.

‘There,’ Uncle Charles said, pointing at one of them. It was similar in size to the one on his desk but with much less vibrant markings. ‘That’s a female. Beautiful, aren’t they?’

I looked at the creatures, their wings spread as if caught in mid-flight, and did not think so. Uncle Charles closed the drawer and went back to his table.

‘How wonderful to fly,’ I said.

He looked at me, perplexed. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I should like to fly,’ I explained. ‘I think it must be marvellous to soar in the sky and go wherever you want without anyone being able to tell you not to.’

‘Indeed.’ He nodded, smiling slightly, humouring me. ‘Yes. I’ve never thought of it. Flying. What a thing.’ Then he looked at me intently as if he was really thinking of it for the first time. ‘You’re right, Valentine, I suppose it would be wonderful.’

‘What is the biggest butterfly in the world?’ I asked.

Uncle smiled. ‘They say there is an island in the Pacific that has a butterfly a foot wide. Imagine that.’

We sat for a moment and thought of such a thing.

‘Why don’t you go and find it?’ I asked.

Uncle Charles looked startled. ‘What?’ he replied.

‘Go and find it,’ I repeated.

‘Well, I … I couldn’t. I couldn’t … It’s miles away.’

‘So is Assam. Papa went there.’

Uncle Charles looked at me over the top of his glasses. I blushed.

‘He was a good fellow, your father.’ Uncle cleared his throat and looked back at the butterfly in the jar. ‘Do you … like … mind … life here, Valentine? You’ve been with us some time now.’

I did mind it. I minded it terribly but I didn’t want to hurt him. I was fond of Uncle Charles. He meant well.

‘I should like to go out more,’ I replied quietly. ‘See things. Maybe, maybe … have a bicycle.’

‘Heavens.’ Again he looked at me, somewhat bemused. ‘What thoughts you have in that pretty head of yours. Remarkable.’

I thought about outings a lot. One afternoon I was in the drawing room with Aunt Caroline and, as usual, I glanced out of the window. A soldier was striding across Upper Grosvenor Street towards Hyde Park. He was whistling and carrying a rucksack. I watched him walk away and as he did so he passed Reggie heading for the house. Dear, wonderful Reggie. Beside the khaki of the soldier he looked quite the dandy – his suit and frock coat were deepest blue and his waistcoat brilliant red, like the edge of my papa’s hat. His top hat, worn to give himself height, was brushed to a silken sheen and his spats gleamed white against an ever-polished black shoe. He was not quite the man he might wish to be, for no moustache yet occupied his top lip.

With schooling now behind him, Reggie seemed liberated and determined to live every day to the full. Uncle Charles and Aunt Caroline had spent many hours trying to find Reggie a suitable profession but so far nothing had, in Reggie’s words, ‘stuck’. He had lasted but a day and a half ‘in the City’, declaring it ‘dull beyond description’; he had dismissed the law as being ‘awash with criminals’ and laughed for an entire afternoon at the thought of the Church. Uncle had many friends in high places who offered entrées into all manner of occupations but Reggie was disinclined to settle. I watched him give the Tommy a mock salute with his cane, pick up the tune the lad was whistling and bounce up the flight of steps to the front door. At that moment, he had a look of my papa, with the same energy to enjoy the smallest pleasure. He couldn’t help but make you smile.

Reggie disappeared from view and Aunt Caroline sighed with the weight of her responsibility.

‘Now then, let us imagine that we are about to venture across Piccadilly Circus,’ she said. A small shiver seemed to pass through her body as if it were impossible to conceive of anything more hideous. ‘Gather the folds of your dress in your right hand and draw them to your right. Then raise your dress just above the ankle.’

Longing to be shot of the wretched garment, I grabbed it in both hands and began to lift the heavy fabric. Aunt Caroline let out a small scream and fell back into a well-placed chair. ‘Valentine, Valentine, why must you be so vulgar?’

‘Sorry. I was imagining it was muddy.’

Aunt Caroline did not have time to address the mud of Piccadilly before Reggie entered and took, as he always did, instant command of the room.

‘Mama! Valentine! I have been to the most marvellous play! A melodrama – how perfect for a miserable afternoon! Well, that and oyster toast at the Blue Posts, which was divine. What a snug place. The wines are good and the gin-punch perfection.’

I could hardly bear that Reggie had done so many things. ‘What was the play called?’ I demanded.

‘Valentine!’ admonished Aunt Caroline but, for all her stiffness, she loved Reggie and Reggie was unstoppable.

Reggie leaned down and kissed his mother. ‘Now, where have you two got to in the great stampede to education? No, don’t tell me … “Correct use of a fan at a dance”? No. “Gifts when courting”?’

Aunt Caroline began to speak but Reggie put up his hand. ‘No, please, allow me, I just know I can be useful. Pay attention, Coz, for this is critical. A gentleman may bring flowers, chocolates or possibly a book …’ Reggie turned to my ear and whispered in a low voice, ‘provided, of course, that it is terribly improving – I believe the sermons of the Archbishop of Canterbury are quite acceptable if a little low on humour.’ He smiled and wagged his finger at me. ‘A woman may not offer a gentleman a gift at all, no, not at all, until, of course – and this is bound to happen – he has extended a gift to her, after which she may present something artistic, handmade and inexpensive.’ He turned and made a face at me. ‘Handmade and inexpensive? Can you imagine anything more ghastly?’
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