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Her embroidered bag was full of books and heavy. She stopped for a few seconds on the landing to put it down. As she looked up the four steps that led to her rooms, a shadow passed behind the frosted glass in her door.


‘Mr Jamshed,’ she called. ‘Is that you?’


He’d mentioned that morning he might come up later to look at her broken tap. She heard the sound of running water from down below. A slash of sizzling oil and then the smell of spices.


‘Mr Jamshed? It’s Viva,’ she called softly.


She picked up her bag and opened the door.


She saw the soft outlines of a body lying down on her bed in the shadows of the corner of the room.


The shadow stood up. It was Guy Glover. He was wearing his black coat. He was waiting for her.
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To Richard, with my love.





Chapter 1



LONDON, SEPTEMBER 1928


Responsible young woman, twenty-eight years old, fond of children, with knowledge of India, will act as chaperone on Tilbury to Bombay run in return for half fare.


It seemed like a form of magic to Viva Holloway when, having paid three and six for her advertisement to appear in the latest issue of The Lady, she found herself five days later in the restaurant at Derry & Toms in London, waiting for her first client, a Mrs Jonti Sowerby from Middle Wallop in Hampshire.


For the purposes of this interview, Viva wore not her usual mix of borrowed silks and jumble sale finds, but the grey tweed suit she loathed but had worn for temporary work as a typist. Her hair – thick and dark and inclined towards wildness – had been dampened and clenched back in a small bun.


She stepped into the genteel murmurings of the tea room, where a pianist was playing a desultory tune. A small, bird-thin woman wearing an extraordinary blue hat (a kind of caged thing with a blue feather poking out of the back) stood up to greet her. By her side was a plump and silent girl who, to Viva’s considerable amazement, Mrs Sowerby introduced as her daughter Victoria.


Both of them were surrounded by a sea of packages. A cup of coffee was suggested, but disappointingly, no cake. Viva hadn’t eaten since breakfast and there was a delicious-looking walnut cake, along with some scones, under the glass dome on the counter.


‘She looks awfully young,’ Mrs Sowerby immediately complained to her daughter, as if Viva wasn’t there.


‘Mummy,’ protested Victoria in a strangled voice and, when the girl turned to look at her, Viva noticed she had wonderful eyes: huge and an unusual dark blue colour almost like cornflowers. I’m sorry, I can’t help this, they were signalling.


‘Well, I’m sorry, darling, but she does.’ Mrs Sowerby had pursed her lips under her startling hat. ‘Oh dear, this is such a muddle.’


In a tight voice she, at last, addressed Viva, explaining that Victoria was shortly to go to India to be a bridesmaid for her best friend Rose, who was, and here a certain show-off drawl entered Mrs Sowerby’s voice, ‘about to be married to a Captain Jack Chandler of the Third Cavalry at St Thomas’s Cathedral in Bombay’.


The chaperone they had engaged, a Mrs Moylett, had done a last-minute bunk – something about a sudden engagement to an older man.


Viva had set down her cup and composed her features in what she felt to be a responsible look; she’d sensed a certain desperation in this woman’s eyes, a desire to have the matter speedily resolved.


‘I know Bombay quite well,’ she’d said, which was true up to a point: she’d passed through that city in her mother’s arms at the age of eighteen months, and then again aged five where she’d eaten an ice cream on the beach, and for the last time at the age of ten, never to return again. ‘Victoria will be in good hands.’


The girl turned to Viva with a hopeful look. ‘You can call me Tor if you like,’ she said. ‘All my friends do.’


When the waiter appeared again, Mrs Sowerby began to make a fuss about having a tisane rather than a ‘normal English tea’.


‘I’m half French, you see,’ she explained to Viva in a pouty way as if this excused everything.


While she was looking for something in her little crocodile bag, the silent daughter turned to Viva and rolled her eyes. This time she mouthed, ‘Sorry,’ then she smiled and crossed her fingers.


‘Do you know anything about cabin trunks?’ Mrs Sowerby bared her teeth into a small compact. ‘That was something else Mrs Moylett promised to help us with.’


And by a miracle Viva did: the week before she’d been scouring the front pages of the Pioneer for possible jobs, and one Tailor Ram had placed a huge advertisement for them.


She looked steadily at Mrs Sowerby. ‘The Viceroy is excellent,’ she said. ‘It has a steel underpinning under its canvas drawers. You can get them at the Army and Navy Store. I can’t remember the exact price but I think it’s around twenty-five shillings.’


There was a small commotion in the restaurant, the clink of cutlery momentarily suspended. An attractive older woman wearing faded tweeds and a serviceable hat had arrived; she was smiling as she walked towards them.


‘It’s Mrs Wetherby.’ Tor stood up beaming and hugged the older woman.


‘Do sit down.’ She patted the chair beside her. ‘Mummy and I are having thrilling talks about jods and sola topis.’


‘That’s right, Victoria,’ Mrs Sowerby said, ‘make quite sure the whole restaurant hears our business.’ She turned to Viva. ‘Mrs Wetherby is the mother of Rose. The one who is going to be married in India to Captain Chandler. She’s a quite exceptionally beautiful girl.’


‘I can’t wait for you to meet her.’ Tor was suddenly radiant with happiness. ‘She is so much fun, and so perfect, everybody falls in love with her – I’ve known her since she was a baby, we went to school together, we rode ponies . . .’


Viva felt a familiar pang – what a wonderful thing to have a friend who’d known you since you were a baby.


‘Victoria,’ her mother reproved. The blue feather poised above her eyebrow made her look like a slightly miffed bird. ‘I’m not sure we need to tell Miss Holloway all this yet. We haven’t quite decided. Where is darling Rose by the way?’


‘At the doctor’s.’ Mrs Wetherby looked embarrassed. ‘You know . . .’ She sipped her coffee and gave Mrs Sowerby a significant look. ‘But we had the most exciting morning before I dropped her off,’ Mrs Wetherby continued smoothly. ‘We bought dresses and tennis rackets, and I’m meeting Rose again in an hour at Beauchamp Place – she’s being fitted for her trousseau. The poor girl will be absolutely dead tonight; I don’t think I’ve ever bought so many clothes in one day. Now, who is this charming young person?’


Viva was introduced to Mrs Wetherby as ‘a professional chaperone’. Mrs Wetherby, who had a sweet smile, put her hand in hers and said it was lovely to meet her.


‘I’ve done the interview,’ Mrs Sowerby said to Mrs Wetherby. ‘She knows India like the back of her hand, and she’s cleared up the trunk business – she says the Viceroy is the only one.’


‘The girls are very sensible,’ said Mrs Wetherby anxiously. ‘It’s just quite comforting to have someone to keep an eye on things.’


‘But I’m afraid we can only offer you fifty pounds for both girls,’ said Mrs Sowerby, ‘and not a penny more.’


Viva literally heard Tor stop breathing; she saw her mouth twist in childish apprehension, big eyes trained on her while she waited.


She did some quick sums in her head. The single fare from London to Bombay was around eighty pounds. She had one hundred and twenty pounds saved and would need some spending money when she arrived.


‘That sounds very reasonable,’ she said smoothly as if this was something she did every day.


Tor exhaled noisily. ‘Thank God!’ she said. ‘Oh, what bliss!’


Viva shook hands all round and left the restaurant with a new spring in her step; this was going to be a piece of cake: the gawky one with the blue eyes and the mad-looking mother was so clearly desperate to go; her friend, Rose, was about to be married and had no choice.


Next stop the Army and Navy Hotel to talk to a woman called Mrs Bannister about another prospective client: a schoolboy whose parents lived in Assam. She scrabbled in her handbag to check the piece of paper. The boy’s name was Guy Glover.


And now she was sitting with Mrs Bannister, who turned out to be an irritable, nervy-looking person with buck teeth. Around forty, Viva estimated, although she wasn’t good at guessing the age of old people. Mrs Bannister ordered them both a lukewarm cup of tea with no biscuits or cake.


Mrs Bannister said she would come to the point quickly because she had a three-thirty train to catch back to Shrewsbury. Her brother, a tea planter in Assam, and his wife, Gwen, were ‘slightly on the horns of a dilemma’. Their son Guy, an only child, had been asked to leave his school rather suddenly. He was sixteen years old.


‘He’s been quite a difficult boy, but I’m told he’s very, very kind underneath it all,’ his aunt assured Viva. ‘He’s been at St Chris-topher’s for ten years now without going back to India. For various reasons I don’t have time to explain to you we haven’t been able to see him as much as we’d like to but his parents feel he’ll thrive better in India after all. If you can take him, they’re quite prepared to pay your full fare.’


Viva felt her face flush with jubilation. If her whole fare was paid, and she had the fifty pounds coming from Mrs Sowerby, she could buy herself a little breathing space in India, thank God for that. It didn’t even cross her mind at that moment to enquire why a boy of that age couldn’t travel by himself, or indeed, why his parents, the Glovers, didn’t come home to collect him themselves.


‘Is there anything else you’d like to know about me, references and so forth?’ she asked instead.


‘No,’ said Mrs Bannister. ‘Oh well, maybe yes, you should give us a reference, I suppose. Do you have people in London?’


‘My present employer is a writer, a Mrs Driver.’ Viva scribbled down the address quickly for Mrs Bannister, who, fiddling with her handbag and trying to catch the waitress’s eye, seemed half in flight. ‘She lives opposite the Natural History Museum.’


‘I’ll also send you a map of Guy’s school and your first payment,’ said Mrs Bannister. ‘And thank you so much for doing this.’ She produced all her rather overwhelming teeth at once.


But what had most struck Viva, watching the back of Mrs Bannister’s raincoat flapping in her haste to enter her taxi, was how shockingly easy it was to tell people lies – particularly when it was what they wanted to hear. For she was not twenty-eight, she was only twenty-five, and as for knowing India, she’d only played there innocently as a child, before what had happened. She knew it about as well as she knew the far side of the moon.





Chapter 2



‘She seems all right, doesn’t she?’ Mrs Sowerby said to Mrs Wetherby after Viva had gone. ‘She’s very good-looking,’ she added, as if this decided everything, ‘if you discount that appalling suit. Honestly, Englishwomen and their clothes.’ She made a strange hood of her upper lip when she said the word ‘clothes’, but for once Tor couldn’t be bothered to react.


How balloon – they had a chaperone, phase two of the plan had fallen neatly into place. Her mother’s pantomime of careful consideration might have fooled the others, but it hadn’t fooled her. They’d fought so bitterly that summer that a hairy ape could have applied for the job and her mother would have said, ‘He’s perfect,’ so desperate was she to see Tor gone.


And now, the excitement was almost more than she could bear. The tickets had come that morning, and they were leaving in two weeks. Two weeks! They had a whole day ahead of them in London in which to buy clothes and other necessities from a thrilling list that their Bombay hostess had provided.


Her mother, who normally had all kinds of rules about things – for instance, only lemon and water on Tuesdays, and no cake on Wednesday and saying ‘bing’ before you went into a room because it made your mouth a pretty shape – had relaxed them, even to the extent of allowing her walnut cake at Derry & Toms. And now she knew she was definitely going, all the other things that normally drove her completely mad about Mother: the way she went all French and pouty as soon as she got to a city; the embarrassing hats; her overpowering scent (Guerlain’s Shalimar); not to mention the other rules about men, and conversation, seemed almost bearable – because soon she’d be gone, gone, gone, hopefully never to return, and the worst year of her life would be over.
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After coffee, Mrs Wetherby flew off to pick Rose up at the doctor’s.


Tor’s mother was sipping a hot water and lemon – no tisane had been found – she had her silver pencil and notebook out with the clothes list inside.


‘Now jods. Jodhpurs. You’ll probably go hunting in India.’


It seemed to Tor that her mother was speaking louder than usual as if hoping that the people at the next table would know that, for once, they were the exciting people.


‘Ci Ci says it’s too stupid to buy them in London; she knows a man in Bombay who’ll run them up for pennies.’


Ci Ci Mallinson was a distant cousin of her mother’s and would soon be Tor’s hostess when she arrived in Bombay. She had also heroically agreed to organise Rose’s wedding without ever having met her. Her letters, written on thrilling brittle writing paper in a slashing hand, spoke of constant parties, gymkhanas, days at the races, with the occasional grand ball at the governor’s.


‘Such a good idea,’ she’d written in her last about a recent ball at a place called the Bombay Yacht Club. ‘All the decent young Englishmen are rounded up, and the girls spend ten minutes with each of them and then get moved on – great fun and usually quite long enough to know if one can get on.’ Before she’d signed off she’d warned, ‘People out here really do try to keep up, so be sure to send out a couple of issues of Vogue with the girls, and if it’s not too much of a bore, one of those divine silk tea roses – mine was munched upcountry by a horde of hungry bog ants!’


‘Quinine,’ her mother was ticking away furiously, ‘face cream, darling, don’t forget, please. I know I nag about unimportant things, but there really is nothing more ageing and you are already quite brown.’ This was true; Tor had her ancestors’ smooth olive-brown skin. ‘Eyebrow tweezers, darling, I am going to take off your own caterpillars before you go.’ Eyebrows were an obsession of her mother’s. ‘Evening dresses, a camp stool – oh, for goodness’ sake! I think that’s too Dr Livingstone – I’m going to strike that – and . . .’ she lowered her voice, ‘she says you’ll need packets and packets of you-know-whats. They’re wildly expensive there and I—’


‘Mummy!’ Tor frowned at her and moved away; any moment now she felt her mother would blight her beautiful morning by talking about ‘Dolly’s hammocks’, her code for sanitary towels. ‘Mummy,’ Tor leant across the table, ‘please don’t cross out the camp stool. It sounds so exciting.’


‘Oh, how pretty you look when you smile.’ Her mother’s face suddenly collapsed. ‘If only you’d smiled more.’


In the silence that followed, Tor sensed a series of complicated and painful thoughts taking place under her mother’s hat; some of them she was all too familiar with: had Tor smiled more, for instance, or looked more like Rose, all the expense of sending her to India might have been saved; if she’d eaten less cake; drunk more water and lemon on Tuesdays; acted more French. Her mother seemed always to be adding her up like this and coming to the conclusion she was a huge disappointment.


But now, how strange, an actual tear was cutting a channel through the loose powder on her mother’s face and had lodged in her lipstick.


‘Hold my hand, darling,’ she said. When she took a deep sobbing breath, Tor couldn’t help it, she moved her chair away. Her mother in this mood seemed horribly raw and human, and there was nothing she could do about it. It was too late, and the harm had already been done.


It was impossible to find a taxi that day, and even though they weren’t normally bus people, an hour or so later Tor was on top of an omnibus, looking down on drops of rain drying on the tops of dusty trees in St James’s Park. The bus swept down Piccadilly towards Swan & Edgar, and Tor, feeling the perfumed bones of her mother sitting so unusually close to her, was surprised to feel another stab of sorrow.


This felt so exactly like the kind of outing a happy mother and daughter might have had, if she hadn’t been so difficult: a father left at home with a plate of sandwiches, the ‘girls’ up in town for the day.


From the top of the bus she could see the vast bowl of London spreading out to the horizon: splendid shops with mannequins in the window, interesting people and already a much bigger world.


Bars of sunlight fell across her mother’s face as she leant to look out of the window. The blue feather in her hat wiggled like a live thing.


‘Darling, do look!’ she said. ‘There’s the Ritz – oh God, I’ve missed London,’ she breathed. And all the way down Piccadilly she pointed out what she called ‘some smart waterholes’ (when Mother got excited her English let her down), places she and Daddy had eaten in when they had money, before Tor was born: Capriati’s, the In and Out – ‘dreadful chef’ – the Café Royal.


Tor heard a couple of shopgirls behind them titter and repeat, ‘dreadful chef’.


But for once, she told herself she didn’t give a damn – she was going to India in two weeks’ time. When you’re smiling, When you’re smiling, The whole world smiles with you.


‘Darling,’ her mother pinched her, ‘don’t hum in public, it’s dreadfully common.’


They’d arrived at the riding department at Swan & Edgar. Her mother, who prided herself on knowing the key assistants, asked for the services of a Madame Duval, a widow, she explained to Tor, who’d fallen on hard times and who she remembered from the old days.


‘We’re looking for some decent summer jods,’ her mother had drawled unnecessarily to the doorman on the ground floor, ‘for the tailors in Bombay to copy.’


Upstairs, Tor mentally rolled her eyes as Madame Duval, removing pins from her mouth, complimented Mrs Sowerby on how girlish and slim she still looked. She watched her mother dimple and pass on her famous much-repeated advice about lemon juice and tiny portions. Tor had been forced to follow this starvation diet herself, all through the season, when her mother had only agreed to buy her dresses in a size too small to blackmail her into thinness. Sometimes she thought her mother wanted to slim her out of existence altogether: their fiercest row – they’d almost come to blows – was when her mother had found her one night, after another disastrous party where nobody had asked her to dance, wolfing half a loaf of white bread and jam in the summer house.


That was the night when her mother, who could be mean in several languages, had introduced her to the German word Kummer-speck for the kind of fat that settles on people who use food to buck themselves up. ‘It means sad fat,’ she’d said, ‘and it describes you now.’


‘Right now, I’ve got the larger size.’ Jolly Madame Duval had returned with a flapping pair of jods. ‘These might fit. Are we off to some gymkhanas this summer?’


‘No,’ Tor’s mother as usual answered for her. ‘She’s off to India, aren’t you, Victoria?’


‘Yes.’ She was gazing over their heads at her reflection in the mirror. I’m huge, she was thinking, and fat.


‘How lovely, India!’ Madame Duval beamed at her mother. ‘Quite an adventure. Lucky girl!’


Her mother had decided to be fun. ‘Yes, it’s très amusant,’ she told her. ‘When these girls go out they call them the Fishing Club because there are so many handsome young men out there.’


‘No. Mother,’ corrected Tor, ‘they call us the Fishing Fleet.’


Her mother ignored her. ‘And the ones who can’t find men there,’ her mother gave Tor a naughty look with a hint of challenge in it, ‘are called returned empties.’


‘Oh, that’s not very nice,’ said Madame Duval, and then not too convincingly, ‘but that won’t happen to your Victoria.’


‘Um . . .’ Tor’s mother made the little pout she always made when she checked her face in the mirror. She adjusted her hat. ‘Let’s hope not.’


I hate you, Mother. For one brief and terrible moment Tor imagined herself sticking a pin so hard into her mother that she made her scream out loud. I absolutely loathe you, she thought. And I’m never coming home again.







Chapter 3



There was one last arrangement for Viva to make and the thought of it made her feel almost light-headed with nervous tension. An appointment at seven o’clock at the Oxford and Cambridge University Club in Pall Mall with William, her guardian and executor of her parents’ will.


It was William who had, two months ago, inadvertently set off the whole chain of events that now led her to India by forwarding a letter – written in a quavery hand on cheap writing paper – telling her about a trunk her parents had left in India. The writer, a Mrs Mabel Waghorn from Simla, said the trunk, which contained some clothes and personal effects, was being kept in a shed near her house. The rains had been heavy that year and she was afraid the trunk would disintegrate should she leave it there much longer. She said that after the funeral the keys of her trunk had been left with a Mr William Philpott, at the Inner Temple Inn in London – if they weren’t in her possession already, she could collect them.


William had attached his own letter to this. The sight of that careful cramped handwriting had brought a slap of pain.


‘Forgive me for being brutally frank,’ he wrote, ‘but I don’t think you need do anything about this. I would send the old lady some money and get the trunks disposed of. I have the keys should you want them.’


Though she hated to agree with him, Viva had at first been convinced he was right. Going back to India would be like throwing a bomb into the centre of her life.


And what would she find there? A Rider Haggardish child’s dream of buried treasure, a glorious reunion with her lost family?


No, it was ridiculous, only pain could come of it. When she thought about it, she literally saw it in her mind as a step back into darkness.


For, finally, after six months and two dreary typist’s jobs in London – one for a drunken MP, the other for a firm that made iron locks – she’d fallen into a job she adored as assistant to Nancy Driver, a kind, eccentric woman who churned out romantic novels at an impressive rate and who was generous with advice. Her new job paid thirty shillings a week, enough for her to move from the YWCA into her own bedsit in Earl’s Court. Best of all she had started to write herself, and had experienced for the first time a feeling of such relief, such pleasure it felt almost cellular. She’d found – or was it stumbled into? – what she knew she wanted to do with her life.


She dreaded seeing William again – their relationship had become so soiled and complicated. She wrote to him asking if he could post the keys, but he’d refused.


So why, given all these new and wonderful opportunities in life, had another vagrant part of her leapt hungrily into life again at the thought of seeing her parents’ things?


In certain moods she could barely remember what her family even looked like. Time had blurred those agonising memories, time and the relative anonymity of boarding school and, later, London – where, at first, she had known nobody. Indeed, one of the things she most liked about the city – apart from all its obvious attractions, the theatre, the galleries, the exhilarating walks by the river – was that so few people ever asked you personal questions. Only two ever had: first, the form-filler at the YWCA, querying the blank she’d left after ‘Family’s place of residence’, and then Fran, the plump friendly typist in the next bed in her dorm. She’d told them both they had died in a car accident years ago in India; it always seemed easier to dispose of them both at once. She didn’t tell them about Josie at all. You don’t have to say was something she’d learnt the hard way with William.


He was waiting for her outside the grand Graeco-Roman façade of the Oxford and Cambridge Club when she ran up the steps around a quarter to seven. As usual he had arranged his backdrop carefully – placing himself on this occasion between two imposing Corinthian columns, his thin hair lit by the golden glow of lamps from the luxurious rooms behind.


A fastidious man, he was wearing the pin-stripe suit she had last seen folded over the arm of his chair in his flat in Westminster. She remembered how he’d lined up his sock suspenders on top of his underpants, a starched collar, his silk tie.


‘You’re looking well, Viva.’ He had a sharp, slightly barking voice, used to great effect in the Inner Temple where he now worked as a barrister. ‘Well done.’


‘Thank you, William.’ She was determined to stay calm. She’d dressed herself carefully for this occasion: a coral silk dress – one of Miss Driver’s cast-offs – the silk delicate as tissue. A purple rose covered the scorch marks on the bodice, the reason for it having been given away.


She’d got up early to wash her hair under a cold tap because the geyser was on the blink again. It had taken ages and a shilling’s worth of coins in the meter to dry. She’d dampened down its glossy exuberance and tied it back with a velvet bow.


‘I’ve booked us a table.’ He was steering her towards the dining room, which smelt of roast meat.


‘There was no need to do that,’ she said, moving away from him. ‘I could take the keys and leave.’


‘You could,’ he said.


A waiter led them towards a table set for two in the corner of the grand dining room. Above them, hung in a straight line, portraits of distinguished academics looked down on her gravely, as if they too were considering her plans.


William had been here earlier. A bulky envelope – she presumed it held the keys – lay propped against a silver pepper pot.


He settled his pin-striped knees carefully under the table, smiled at her blandly and told her he had taken the liberty of ordering a bottle of Château Smith Haut-Lafitte, a vintage, he told her in that prissy, self-satisfied way she now recoiled from, of which he was particularly fond.


The waiter took their orders, brown soup and lamb cutlets for him; grilled sole for her, the simplest and quickest thing on the menu. She was ashamed of herself, in spite of everything, for feeling hungry.


She glanced at him. Still a commanding presence with his impeccable clothes, his air of slightly impatient authority. Still handsome in a bloodless sort of way – although a bad go of malaria during his tour of India had left his skin a permanently waxy yellowish colour.


A few stiff pleasantries, then William glanced around the room and lowered his voice.


‘Are you sure you really want these?’ He closed his hand over the envelope.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’ She had made up her mind before this interview not even to try to explain herself.


He waited for her to say more, manicured nails beating like drums on the tablecloth. How clean their half-moons were, the cuticles neatly trimmed. She remembered him scrubbing them in the bathroom.


‘Are you going back?’


‘Yes.’


‘On your own?’


‘On my own.’ She bit the inside of her lip.


She heard him make a whistling sigh. ‘Can I remind you, you have no money – or very little.’


She forced herself to say nothing. You don’t have to say.


He squeezed his bread roll, scattering its crumbs over the side-plate. He looked at her with his cold, grey eyes – eyes that had once shone with sincerity. The waiter brought his soup.


‘Well, for what it’s worth,’ he took a careful sip, ‘I think it’s an absolutely dreadful idea. Completely irresponsible.’


‘Soup all right, sir?’ Their chirpy waiter had approached them. ‘A little more butter for madam?’


She waved him away.


‘Stay where you are,’ William said coldly for she had moved her chair back.


He waited until the waiter was out of earshot.


‘Look, Viva,’ he said, ‘whatever may or may not have happened between us, I still feel responsible for you. I can’t allow this to happen without getting a few more details.’


She looked him straight in the eyes. ‘Are you in any doubt about what happened to us?’


‘No.’ For the first time his eyes met hers. ‘But there’ll be nothing in India for you,’ he said, ‘and I’m worried it will upset you.’


She gave him a quizzical look. ‘It’s a bit late for that, William,’ she said. ‘Don’t you think?’


She’d pined for him once like an animal, haunting streets near his flat, hoping for a glimpse of him; she’d learnt to cry without sound under the pillows after lights out.


‘Viva, I . . .’


‘William, please.’


As she picked up the envelope, a few grains of rust seeped through the cracks and left a trail near the salt pot. He frowned as she put the keys into her handbag. ‘I’ve made up my mind,’ she said. ‘One of the advantages of being an orphan, I would have thought, is that I’m free to do what I like.’


‘How will you support yourself ?’


‘I have already found two people willing to pay my fare – I am to be a chaperone and then I have some addresses in India.’


‘A chaperone! Do you have any idea how irresponsible you are?’


‘And I’m also going to be a writer.’


‘How can you possibly know that?’ She could see bright spots of colour on his cheeks. He simply couldn’t bear not being in control, she could see that now. He preferred the wounded bird.


‘I’ve made a start,’ she said. She wasn’t going to tell him how much it terrified her.


He shook his head and briefly pouched his fingers over his eyes as if to block out her many stupidities.


‘Do you know, by the way, there’s a small rip at the back of your dress?’ he said. ‘The colour suits you, but I wouldn’t wear it in India – they don’t like women who go jungli out there.’


She ignored this. Now that the keys were inside her bag and she had said what she meant to say, she felt a surge of power, like oxygen in the bloodstream. She suddenly felt really hungry.


She raised her glass of Château Smith Haut-Lafitte towards him.


‘Wish me luck, William,’ she said. ‘I booked my passage on the Kaisar today. I’m going.’





Chapter 4



MIDDLE WALLOP, HAMPSHIRE, OCTOBER 1928


On the night before she left England, Rose Wetherby had such an attack of cold feet that she seriously thought about going to her parents and saying, ‘Look, scrap the whole thing; I don’t want to go,’ but of course it was too late.


Mrs Pludd, the family cook for fifteen of her nineteen years, had made her favourite supper: shepherd’s pie and gooseberry fool. When it came Rose wished she hadn’t asked for it, because the nursery food made her feel even more desperate and clinging, and everyone was making a huge effort to pretend nothing special was happening. Her father, who looked even paler than usual, tried to tell them a joke he’d obviously saved up for the occasion: a terrible joke, about a man who really thought that cuckoos lived in clocks, and when she and her mother fluffed their parts and laughed too quickly and in the wrong place, he’d given her such an unhappy smile that the shepherd’s pie had turned to stone in her stomach and she could have wept.


I shall miss you so much, Daddy; Jack will never replace you. The violence of this emotion surprised her.


After dinner she’d gone into the garden. The last puffs of smoke from a bonfire of leaves rose and drifted above the tall branches of the cedar tree. It had been a cold but perfect day, with the sky clear as polished glass and frost on the trees in the early morning. The garden stripped of its summer finery, but still with the skeletons of summer roses amongst the Virginia creepers and bright, fresh haw hips, had never looked more beautiful.


She walked past the orchard where her ponies, Smiler and Bertie, had been buried under the apple tree and where she and Tor, dressed in solemn robes and holding candles, had buried all the rabbits and dogs. Her feet flattened the rougher grass as she took the shortcut from the orchard to the stables.


She was going, and now that the light had changed, what was usually taken for granted felt almost unbearably painful and precious: the crunch of gravel, the smell of the bonfire as it rose into darkening sky, the silky slither of the stream disappearing underneath the drive.


She looked back at the house and thought of all the life that had gone on there: the laughter and the rows, and shouts of ‘Bedtime, darlings’, the blissful sound of the supper gong when she and Tor and her big brother Simon, whom they’d idolised, had been racing around in the garden building dens, or playing cricket or pretending to be Germans, or playing pirates in the stream. Big brother Simon baring his teeth and threatening the plank to all dissenters.


Her last pony, Copper, had his head over the stable gate. She gave him his bedtime apple, and then, looking furtively to the left and to the right, let herself into his stable and collapsed over him weeping. Nothing in her life had ever made her feel this bad before, and at a time when she was supposed to feel so happy.


Copper pushed her gently with his head, and let her tears fall into his mane. She knew she wouldn’t see him again, or the dogs, Rollo and Mops, who were getting on. Maybe not even her parents. Her father’s wretched bout of pneumonia only last winter had left him with what he called a dicky motor and the doctor called a serious heart condition. He had not recovered. They talked about her wedding as if he was bound to make it, although both of them knew he probably wouldn’t.


She was aware, too, of all the painful thoughts tonight would bring to all of them about Simon. Darling Simon, so tall and gangling and blond and half grown, had had all her father’s goodness and gallantry as well as his steelier qualities. He was killed in France in the last month of the war. It was ten days before his twenty-first birthday. Her parents rarely spoke of it; but it was always lurking there, like an iceberg under the sunny surface of things.


Now she was sitting in the garden shed, on a stack of piled-up chairs surrounded by the neat boxes of apples twisted into tissue that her mother had put away for winter, and a dusty collection of wicker chairs and croquet mallets and old cricket bats. Across the lawn, a light went on in her father’s study, casting a dark square shape on to the lawn. She pictured him bending over his books with that look of desperate calm he wore when he was trying not to think of upsetting things, knocking ash from his pipe into the brass ashtray he’d bought in Egypt, or winding up his gramophone to hear his beloved Mozart. Her fixed point, her magnetic north; but now everything was being moved. She wished she smoked, like Tor did. Tor said it really did help when one was in a state.


She stayed for a while, desperately trying to calm herself. Soldiers’ daughters don’t cry.


Going up the backstairs to her room, her mother called out from her own bedroom, ‘Are you all right, darling?’


‘Yes, Mummy,’ she said. ‘Absolutely fine, I’ll be in in a minute to say goodnight.’


Inside her room, all her new clothes had been hung outside her wardrobe like ghosts waiting for their new life to begin. They’d had such a lovely day up in London with Tor and her mother, Jonti. They’d bought such pretty things – a floaty dress with pink tea roses on it from Harrods; new pink suede shoes to go with it; a tennis dress that Mother had frowned at but was too sweet with a sort of kick pleat in the back and satin bindings.


Her mother had taken her to a powder-puffy little salon in Beauchamp Place that Tor’s mother had recommended, all ribbons and chandeliers and flattering peach lights. They’d bought her trousseau there: thirteen pairs of cotton drawers; a corset that laced at the back; nainsook bloomers; two silk petticoats, and then the long peach silk negligee with a lace trim which made her feel like a glamorous stranger. After Madame had taken her measurements and complimented her on her ‘perfect proportion’, Rose had looked at her reflection in the mirror.


Her shoulders, her waist, even the small buds of her nipples seemed on display and scandalous. The next time she wore this, she’d be in Jack Chandler’s bed. Mummy, whose face had suddenly swum into view behind her in the glass, must have been thinking along these lines too. She’d given a funny little grimace and shut her eyes. This was all so new for both of them.


That might have been the best time to have asked her about the bedroom side of things, but she’d been too shy. All that had happened in that department was a hot-making visit to Dr Llewellyn, an old family friend who hunted with her father, but who had offices in Harley Street. Blushing furiously and avoiding her eyes, he’d fished around inside her, hurting her horribly, and then handed her a small sponge. He’d said she was to use it when she was no longer a virgin. ‘You put it in like this.’ The back of his tweed suit had strained as he’d creaked into a squatted position and poked it between his legs. He’d given her a little cloth bag, into which it must return washed and powdered when it wasn’t in use.


She longed to ask her mother for more information about the terrifying event that would bring this thing out of its cloth bag, but her mother, who’d left her at the gate of the doctor’s surgery almost scarlet with embarrassment herself, had said nothing. She wanted to ask Tor, in fact had asked her one night, when they were joking about kissing boys, but Tor had been irritatingly vague in the way she was when she knew nothing.


And now, her enormous new Viceroy trunk stood in the corner of the room. Earlier in the day she’d half packed it, clothes carefully wrapped in sheets of tissue paper with heavy things at the bottom; she was trying now to learn to be sensible and womanly like Mummy. She got into bed with the pile of women’s magazines that had been her constant companions since Mrs Sowerby had handed them over. Mummy, who subscribed only to Horse and Hound and Blackwood’s Magazine, thought they were a frightful waste of money, but she found them her only source of information on ‘it’. On the problem pages of Woman’s World a writer called Mary said her readers could ask her anything.


‘Dear Mary,’ one girl wrote. ‘I am getting married shortly and have asked my mother to tell me the facts of life. She says I am thoroughly nasty and morbid and shall find out soon enough.’ It was signed Ignorant Betty.


Mary had written back: ‘Send a stamped addressed envelope and I will tell you all you need to know.’


Rose had thought, several times, of sending her own letter to Mary and enough stamps to get any reply to Bombay; but the thought of Ci Ci Mallinson, or her husband Geoffrey, opening it by mistake was too mortifying. She also hoped there would be time to find out on the voyage, not in a practical way of course, but because there were bound to be lots of parties and older people.


She turned to an article about how men simply love women who are a little bit secretive. ‘Keep him guessing just a little bit,’ said the writer. ‘Besides, you will be much more appealing if, instead of telling him all your hopes and fears, you ask him about himself.’


She’d met Jack at her friend Flavia’s twenty-first, at the Savile Club in London; he’d told her he’d been asked along as a spare man and he had seemed so much older and more experienced than the other silly boys. He was handsome too, with his fine tall physique and blond hair. He wasn’t at all a good dancer, and at first they’d both been hopelessly flustered and tongue-tied bouncing around the floor together to the New Orleans Rhythm Kings.


He’d asked her to come downstairs so they didn’t have to shout, and then she had asked him about India. And been initially impressed rather than bedazzled. He seemed to her a proper grown-up man, and to have done so much: pig-sticking and chasing tigers and helping Indian people learn so much about themselves. He was very modest about this, saying he was simply doing his bit, but she could tell he’d been brave.


Now she wanted so much to love him in what Woman’s World called ‘not a dull rub-along sort of way’, but to try, as they suggested, ‘to intrigue him and keep a sense of mystery alive’. So far, the mystery part had been easy – he’d proposed four weeks after that first meeting and gone back to India a week later. But the real test, the only one that counted, would be when they were alone in India together.


A soft knock on the door: her father. She hoped he couldn’t see how red her eyes were from the big blub in the summer house. He looked slowly around the room at the packed trunk, the rose dress, Jack’s photograph on her bedside table.


‘Do you think you’ll be all right, Froggie?’ he asked.


‘Yes, Daddy, I will.’


He sat down on the bed beside her. The fervent way she said ‘I will’ must have made him think of the wedding. ‘I’m jolly well going to try and make it,’ he said. ‘I’m quite jealous of him, Frog.’


‘Daddy, no!’


‘I am.’ His fingers, papery and old-looking in the lamplight, were plucking at the bedspread. ‘My darling girl.’


When he turned, she was shocked to hear him swallowing, the breathless rasp of his lungs. The first time she ever saw him cry. Outside her window she saw the dark branches of the cedar tree moving in the wind. That tree had shaded her pram, held her tree house, been part of the den she built with Tor.


‘So, who are these blasted poodle-fakers?’ he said in quite a different voice, picking up Vogue magazine and glaring at the mannequin on the front. This was their game when she was young: he was a ferocious character called Colonel Bluff who roared at her in a way he never had in real life. ‘Extraordinary kit! Waste of good British money.’


She put her arms around him, burying her head in the softness of his moleskin waistcoat. How thin he was now! She inhaled him, pipes and soap and dogs, and fixed him somewhere deep inside of her.


‘Goodnight, Daddy. Sleep well.’


Goodnight, sleep tight, hope the fleas don’t bite.


‘Goodnight, my darling, darling girl.’ She felt his shuddering breath under her fingers.


‘Would you mind turning off my light?’


‘Will do.’ The door clicked and the room went dark. She knew, and he did too: it was their last night together under the same roof.





Chapter 5



The Kaisar-i-Hind would sail the next day and now Viva’s taxi was passing through an avenue of dripping rhododendron bushes towards St Christopher’s School in the village of Colerne, near Bath.


It had rained steadily since she’d woken up early that morning. From her basement in Nevern Square she’d watched the usual procession of mud-splattered ankles, galoshes and buttoned shoes tramping through puddles on their way to work. In the train, the mist had drawn in so tightly she felt as if she was moving through a grey fur tunnel.


The taxi was splashing through puddles towards a large and gloomy Victorian house. To her right, a group of boys ran like small grey ghosts around the edges of a field, watched by a herd of cows hock deep in mud.


A maid showed her into the visitors’ room, cold and sparsely furnished. A small fire in the hearth had two upright wooden chairs on either side of it.


‘I’ve come to pick up Guy Glover,’ she told the maid. ‘I’m his chaperone. I’m taking him back to India.’


‘Mr Glover’s in the parlour,’ the maid said, ‘but Mr Partington, his housemaster, would like a quick word with you first.’


Mr Partington, an exhausted-looking man with nicotine-stained white hair, entered the room softly. She thought he looked old for a schoolmaster. ‘Miss Viva Holloway, if I’m not mistaken.’ He shook her hand limply. ‘Well, well, well, off to India then.’ He rubbed some chalk off his trousers and cleared his throat.


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘tomorrow morning from Tilbury. We’re going down tonight.’


She waited for him to say the usual things masters say when boys are leaving, ‘Good chap’ or ‘We’ll miss him’ or some such, but nothing came.


‘Do you know Guy?’ he said after an awkward pause. ‘I mean, are you a friend of the family?’


‘No, his parents contacted me via an advertisement in The Lady.’


‘How strange,’ he said softly.


‘What do you mean?’


‘The way people lead their lives. Hah!’ He seemed to have some constriction in his throat. ‘So, hrggghh! – you don’t know them at all?’


‘No.’


He looked at her for a while, pressing his lips together and tapping his pen against the desk. She heard the squeaking of shoes in the corridor, above them someone was playing the piano badly.


‘I’ve got something for you to take with him.’ Mr Partington slid a letter from under the blotter and across the desk towards her. ‘It seems, hah! that nobody has told you.’


Their eyes locked.


‘Told me what?’


‘Guy’s been expelled. Two boys in his dorm reported money missing; another boy lost a travelling clock. He owned up right away. It wasn’t a great deal of money, and there are some mitigating circumstances, hah!’ When Mr Partington drew out his handkerchief to blow his nose, a shower of elastic bands flew to the floor. ‘His parents keep him very short of funds. In fact he had to borrow from us last term. But the point is, it’s led to certain problems with the other boys,’ his pale eyes blinked at her, ‘an understandable lack of trust. We sent a letter saying all this to his parents a few months ago, but they didn’t reply except to send a telegram last week to say you were coming.’


Partington plucked another letter from underneath the blotter. ‘Would you mind awfully giving this to them too? His report and his exam results. A disaster, I’m afraid – all this blew up before them. Shame. Hah! On the right day and given a fair wind, he’s perfectly capable of passing them – depending on his mood, of course.’


‘On his mood?’ Viva took the letters and put them in her bag, trying to sound calmer than she felt.


‘He’s not a strong boy mentally at the best of times. But his parents reassured me you were responsible and experienced and I—’ He was about to say something else when a bell rang, and there was a scattershot of feet in the hall outside. The piano above them stopped; she could hear the squeak of its lid as it closed.


The maid appeared. ‘Mr Bell wants to speak to you in the lab,’ she said to Mr Partington. ‘You may have to take his class there. He’s forgotten to tell you he has to go to the dentist.’


‘Oh God,’ sighed Partington.


‘Well, I won’t keep you.’


Mr Partington took her hand in his. ‘The boy’s waiting for you just across the hall. Take him when you feel like it. We’ve said our goodbyes.’ He pointed towards the door opposite and then scurried off in the opposite direction down the corridor. He seemed in a hurry to get away.


She walked into another chilly reception room across the hall. It had a highly polished sideboard on which was a green vase with peacock feathers in it. A tall pale-faced boy stood up without smiling. He was wearing a long black overcoat; pimples stood out on his chin through the beginnings of a beard.


‘Hello, my name is Viva Holloway. Are you Guy Glover?’ she said.


‘That’s the name,’ he said.


‘Well, I’m very pleased to meet you.’ When she held out her hand, he shook it reluctantly.


‘Charmed,’ he said. ‘I’m sure.’


When at last he smiled, she noticed he had the same buck teeth as his aunt. Also that his eyes couldn’t quite meet hers. She could feel herself starting to dislike him already, but felt that this was very unfair of her. If anyone should understand how awkward a person could feel being picked up at a school by a perfect stranger, it should be her.


‘Well, shall we collect your things?’ she said. ‘The taxi’s waiting outside; we’re going straight to Tilbury.’


‘Who’s paying for it?’ he asked her sharply.


‘Paying for what?’


‘The taxi, of course. I haven’t got a bean.’


‘Your aunt,’ she said, determined not to resent his tone. Their arrangement was five pounds in travel expenses.


As she followed his long thin legs upstairs, she tried to neutralise the sense of panic she’d felt at Mr Partington’s words. Her own trunk was packed, the entire trip organised, she couldn’t afford to exaggerate his crimes and after all, she rationalised, lots of children did a bit of amateur thieving. She and her friends had pinched the occasional pear drop or something harmless like a pencil from the sweetshop near school. They’d done it for dares; it was almost part of growing up.


‘So, how long have you been here?’ They’d reached the first landing and she stood beside him.


‘Ten years.’


‘Gosh, long time.’


‘Um.’


‘It must feel rather strange leaving.’


‘Not really.’ His voice was so completely without expression. She felt she must stop asking him questions. For all his assumed nonchalance, he might be upset – even mortified – at the thought of leaving this place under a cloud.


The door at the top of the stairs had a large wodge of felt underneath it to keep draughts out. When he’d pushed the door open with his foot, she saw a row of white beds, probably ten in all, with green counterpanes folded neatly at the base of them. At the end of the room, a large window looked out on to a sky ready to dump more rain on to sodden fields.


He led her to a bed halfway down the room with two suitcases beside it.


‘My trunk’s gone on ahead,’ he told her.


She was struck by the silence, the cold in the dormitory, and then relieved to see a note pinned to his pillow with his name written on it in an untidy schoolboyish scrawl, assuming it was someone wishing to say goodbye. Without reading the letter, he tore it up and dropped the pieces of paper into a wastepaper basket underneath the bed.


‘There,’ he said. ‘All done now.’


The note had brought a flush of colour to his otherwise chalk-pale cheeks. His young man’s Adam’s apple bulged in his neck. She pretended not to notice. He is more upset than I realise, she told herself, remembering how she’d both hated and felt safe at her own freezing-cold convent boarding school in North Wales.


‘Shall I put these in your case?’ she asked. There was a razor strap and a soiled vest underneath his bed. The vest had worn thin and had yellow sweat marks under the armpits.


‘No, I’m leaving them behind.’


‘So,’ she said with an attempt at brightness, ‘shall we be off ? I’ve already spoken to Mr Partington.’


‘Yes.’ He was moving around his bed like a large stunned animal, looking about the room for the last time.


‘Do you want this?’ She picked up a photograph face down on the washstand.


When she turned it over she saw a tall, square-shouldered man in khakis making a self-consciously jokey face at the photographer with what looked like mile after mile of bleached sand dunes behind him.


‘My father,’ he said. He unclipped his suitcase and crammed the picture on top of some badly packed clothes.


‘Are you sure it won’t break there?’ She was conscious already of sounding like an irritating grown-up.


‘I’ll risk it,’ he said. He closed the suitcase.


She carried one of his cases downstairs; he took the other. They crossed the polished hall together. She closed the door behind him and it was only when she was sitting in the taxi and they were halfway to the station that she realised that nobody: no boy; no maid; no servant; no master, had come to the door to say goodbye to him.


When their taxi drove through the iron gates at the end of the drive, he turned in his seat and looked back towards the school. He whispered, ‘Bastards,’ and then he said with a bright insincere smile, ‘I’m sorry, did you think I said something?’


And her thought was: The sensible thing now would be to ask the taxi driver to turn round and drive him straight back to school. She would say, ‘I’m very sorry, but I don’t think this will work.’ But that would mean no ticket and no India, so she ignored her feelings and told the driver to take them to the railway station in Bath.





Chapter 6



TILBURY DOCKS, 17 OCTOBER 1928


The Kaisar-i-Hind was a swarming hive of activity by the time Tor and Rose arrived. Red turbaned lascars flew around with luggage; crates of fruit and boxes of food were being hauled up the gangplank; bells were ringing, and on the quay, a pensioner band was wheezing its way through ‘Will Ye No’ Come Back Again?’. And all Tor could do was smile and try not to stare too openly at all the men walking up the gangplanks: sunburned men in naval uniforms, old colonels bundled up against the cold, clever, pale men, young civil servants and one heavenly-looking man, who looked half-Indian, in the most beautiful cashmere coat who turned and gave her what she was sure was a meaningful look.


Oh, it was almost unbearable to feel this excited.


Close to the gangplank, Rose’s parents stood conversing quietly with Miss Viva Holloway, who had been joined by a tall pale boy in a long dark coat, her other charge. Tor saw him glance at her mother, who was making a noisy hand-waving fuss about boarding passes and trunks, but today she hardly gave a damn.


All of them had flown around for most of the morning exploring the ship, which was astoundingly spacious and opulent. ‘Quite like a first-class hotel,’ her mother kept saying. ‘I mean, very like the Meurice.’ Its gleaming wooden floors smelt of fresh polish; it had deep armchairs in smoking rooms, lushly painted murals in the dining room, Persian carpets, fresh flowers, and when they walked in to look at the dining salon, a buffet was already being laid out with huge turkeys and hams and a sweet trolley, quivering with blancmanges, and neiges au crème, fruit salads and – Tor’s favourite – lemon meringue pie.


Her mother had gasped with admiration and then spoilt it by stage-whispering, ‘Somebody will be in their element.’ And then, ‘Darling, please do try not to overdo it, there is no more money for any frocks.’


And for once, Tor’s silent father had taken her side. ‘Leave her alone, Jonti,’ he’d said, his voice throbbing with emotion. ‘Don’t go on at her today.’


At the clang of a loud bell, the pulse of the ship had quickened; feet scampered above their heads, orders were shouted, the music on the quayside swelled to a sobbing pitch, and her parents had been sent ashore.


Tor’s last view of her mother had been of her standing on the quay, a few feet away from her father, tiny and determined, a coloured streamer caught in her fur tippet. When Tor looked down, her mother looked up, lifted her bosom and gave her a significant look. ‘Posture,’ her mother mouthed and Tor had immediately straightened up. Her performing seal, she’d thought bitterly, right up until the end.


Then the band had played a rousing farewell and suddenly she’d felt this lurch like a giant heartbeat and they were off. And while other passengers had wept and waved and strained their eyes towards the shore until their people were dots, Tor’s heart had floated upwards and outwards in an ecstasy of flight. She was free.


An hour later, Rose and Tor stood in a thumping wind on A deck clinging to each other. The seagulls that had followed them from Tilbury were, one by one, turning to go home.


Rose’s new coat suddenly ballooned above her head, making them both laugh a little too wildly.


‘Are you all right?’ Tor said. Rose looked as if she’d been crying.


‘Yes, Tor, I’m fine – excited – really. But I do think I’ll go down to the cabin now and unpack. What about you?’


‘I’ll be down in five minutes,’ said Tor. ‘I’m about to throw my corset into the drink.’


Rose scrunched up her eyes and tried to laugh. ‘Your mother will kill you.’


‘She can’t swim,’ said Tor, flashing her great headlamp eyes. ‘Shame.’


The corset. Her mother had brought a new one up to Tor’s room while she was packing and laid it on the bed like a shrivelled pink baby.


‘I brought it back from Paris,’ her mother whispered, ‘as a surprise. It’s called a waspy and makes your waist comme ça.’ She’d given a silly conspiratorial smile and held her hands in a tiny circle. ‘If you don’t wear it under your peach creàpe de Chine it really will look like a rag, and I warn you, Ci Ci Mallinson is very, very smart,’ she’d said, bringing up their dragon hostess in Bombay yet again.


And in spite of all her good intentions not to row before she left, Tor had raised her voice and said, ‘Mummy, nobody wears them now,’ which of course was not true, and then she’d added illogically, ‘Besides, if my brains are melting in the heat I shan’t be able to.’


For a second, Tor had expected to be struck across the face, her mother could be free with her fists when riled, but all she’d said was, ‘Oh, pouf.’ She’d waved her away with her hand like some sort of nasty fly, and Tor had seen pure contempt in her eyes, which in a way was worse than anger. Be fat and ugly then, her mother might as well have added, I give up.


‘Darling.’ A wan-looking Rose joined her on the deck again. ‘This is so stupid but I can’t find Miss Holloway, or our cabin – they all look the same to me.’


She was trying hard to smile and keep the wobble out of her voice, but poor Rose was in quite a state, Tor could see that. At school, Rose had always been the calmly efficient one, packing Tor’s pencils and finding forgotten homework; now Tor was the one holding Rose’s hand as they wove their way down the deck, both feeling slightly nauseous. As the wind drew them in a sucking motion towards the steps, she saw the strange boy who’d been with Miss Holloway earlier, sitting on his own on a deckchair. He was staring out to sea and, at the same time, tapping his foot rhythmically as though he was listening to a piece of music.


‘Oh, hello,’ said Rose, ‘we’re looking for Miss Holloway. Have you any idea where she is?’


‘Not the foggiest,’ he said. ‘Sorry.’ He turned away from them and looked intently at the sea again.


‘Gosh, how rude,’ Rose said as they walked down the stairs towards the purser’s office. ‘I jolly well hope we don’t have to eat every meal with him.’


‘We don’t,’ Tor said firmly. ‘Because I won’t. I’ll talk to Miss Viva Holloway about it. I’ll make some excuse.’


At the bottom of the steps, a brick-faced colonel was giving orders to a tiny Lascar seaman who was struggling with his trunk: ‘Left hand down, hard at it, jolly good, well done!’ A smart woman was checking her lipstick in a mirror and saying to a small boy, ‘Yes, it is rough but there’s nothing I can do about it.’


It would take them all a while to settle in.


‘I’m afraid we’ve been very silly and lost our keys,’ Rose told the purser, who was instantly charmed by her. Rose had that effect on men: a dewy softness, a tentative confiding air that made them melt. He said he was going off duty but would take them down to their cabins. He led them past the bar where a band was playing ‘Ain’t She Sweet?’, and then past the dining salon where waiters in snowy-white uniforms buzzed about setting tables.


‘First journey east?’ he asked Tor impersonally.


‘Yes,’ Tor said. ‘My friend is about to be married, and I’m chief bridesmaid.’


‘That sounds very nice,’ he said. ‘Bombay or Delhi?’


‘Bombay.’ She felt she had taken on somebody else’s life.


They went up a flight of carpeted stairs and then up a narrow corridor smelling faintly of petrol.


‘There you go, ladies,’ he said. ‘B 34, your cabin. Your chaperone is in B 36. Mr Glover is next door to you in B 35. Bon voyage.’


Alone in their cabin, Rose and Tor sat on opposite bunks and grinned at each other. The tiny room was already chaotic, they’d been down earlier and left heaps of clothes on the floor, too excited to unpack properly. Now they examined in detail the twin brass beds, the rich-looking monogrammed blankets, the Lilliputian chest of drawers. Rose hung her wedding dress, a swinging corpse in its cloth bag, on the outside of the cupboard. ‘I’ll give it to the purser later,’ she assured Tor. ‘It takes up too much space here.’


They lay on their beds in silence for a moment, exhausted by the day. Tor had taken the bed next to the porthole through which she could see the tumbling sea. Rose said she’d rather be closer to the bathroom.


They were chattering again when there was a knock on the door, and their tiny steward walked in (‘I mean literally monkey-sized,’ Rose wrote in a subsequent letter home, ‘in this wonderful blue and white uniform’). He smiled at them radiantly. ‘My name is Suday Ram,’ he said. ‘Babies want bat?’


‘Sorry?’ Rose said politely. ‘I didn’t quite catch that.’


Tor knew she mustn’t look at Rose; they were both in a mood to giggle.


‘Do babies want bat ?’ he repeated more firmly.


He took them into the miniature bathroom, which had thick white towels and new soaps. He showed them how to get the rust-coloured seawater out of the taps and how to flush the water closet, which was most embarrassing. When he left, they exploded with laughter and said, ‘Baby want bat,’ several times until they’d perfected their Indian accents and Tor was so happy to see Rose laughing. She’d been crying again, she could see that, even though Rose would rather die than admit it.


‘Rose,’ she said in her Indian voice when the man was gone. ‘Go back into the bathroom, rub your tummy and make a vish. I have big surprise.’


When she heard the bolt slide, Tor took the most magical thing she possessed out of her trunk and held it reverently in her arms. Its red leather box, with the little dog Nipper and a horn inscribed on its lid, still made her tremble with happiness.


‘Don’t come out yet,’ she said. She removed the pair of silk stockings she’d put into the horn chamber to stop it getting dented. ‘Eyes tight shut!’ She took a tin out of the silk pocket in the lining and took the red (loud) needle from a square of cotton wool. A few seconds later, the cabin exploded with the pratfall squeaks and bangs of J. B. White’s ‘Shoo Fox’.


‘Oh, Tor.’ Rose Charlestoned out of the bathroom in her stockinged feet. ‘Thank God, thank God you’re here.’


They danced together for a while and then collapsed on the bed.


‘Oh bother!’ Rose’s wedding dress was falling in a silken avalanche on to the floor. ‘I must put it away.’


‘Yes, yes, yes.’ Tor poured them both a crème de menthe and they lay on the bunk together, with their eyes shut, feeling the ship speeding them onwards.


Then Tor read the letter from their captain that had been left on their beds.


‘We’re invited to a cocktail party tonight, in the Taj Room. Voyage out will take three weeks. We’ll stop at Gibraltar, Marseilles, Malta, Port Said and Bombay. Dancing each night in the Persian Room to the Savoy Havana Band.


‘No second-class passengers to even think of showing their common little mugs in first class,’ Tor continued, ‘and there will be fancy-dress parties, deck quoits and bridge evenings, a talk on snake-bites and sunstroke in the Simla Bar given by Lieutenant Colonel Gorman when we get to Port Said. Dinner jackets and long dresses to be worn each night. Oh! And fornication.’


‘Oh, Tor, stop it.’ Rose took a sip from her glass and then put it down. ‘What’s that?’ she said. There was a great creaking noise coming from the direction of the porthole, followed by the thud of an engine, the running of feet above their heads.


‘Only the wind, my lovely.’ Tor glanced towards the porthole, towards the waves, grey and tumbling. ‘Following us into the fathomless depths.’


‘I shan’t have any more crème de menthe,’ said Rose, who was looking a bit green.


‘Well, I will,’ said Tor, ‘otherwise I might just die of excitement.’





Chapter 7



BAY OF BISCAY


The sea: long glistening hollows laced with creamy foam; broken ice creams, clamour, bang, smack of waves. Reptilian hiss of ship as it glides through sea. Colour of potato peelings at Tilbury, now a deep dense green.


‘NO CLICHÉS,’ Viva Holloway wrote in capital letters in her new leather-bound journal. ‘GET ON WITH SOME PROPER WORK.’


This habit of writing bossy notes to herself often resurfaced at times of strain. When she was a child, and at her convent boarding school in Wales, she’d imagined them being dictated by her father, Alexander Holloway, railway engineer, late of Simla, who was in heaven but looking down on her, monitoring her progress. Later, in London, where she’d arrived at the age of eighteen, this moving finger moved too, full of advice on how she should survive this big bad city where she knew nobody and was frighteningly poor; it was always ready to tick her off about dithering or regrets or extravagance or self-pity.


She turned the page.


‘THINGS TO DO IN INDIA,’ she wrote.


1. WRITE FOR A MINIMUM OF ONE AND A HALF HOURS A DAY.


2. LOOK FOR WORK IMMEDIATELY, BUT NOT AS LADY’S COMPANION OR NANNY.


3. WRITE TO MABEL WAGHORN ABOUT COLLECTING TRUNK.


‘You must NOT go to Simla,’ she bossed herself in the margin, ‘until you have earned enough money to do so. VERY BAD IDEA!’


Money was something she worried about constantly. Guy Glover’s aunt had promised to send her one hundred and sixty pounds in a banking order before the ship left, but the posts had come and gone, and the fare plus the money for their train tickets had come from her own dwindling savings.


At the last moment her old employer, Nancy Driver, had slipped a ten-guinea bonus into the leather journal that had been her farewell present. She’d been given twenty-five pounds by Rose’s mother and twenty-five pounds from Tor’s, but now survival depended on her being able to supplement her income by writing articles.


She turned another page and took a deep breath. She was sitting in the far corner of the ship’s writing room where, at other lamp-lit desks set at discreet distances from her own, a handful of other passengers were dutifully scratching away. From where she sat, she could see grey waves and grey skies and a horizon that moved up and down like pantomime scenery. They were in the Bay of Biscay, and the steward who had ushered her in here had cheerfully assured her that the waves would get rougher as the morning went on, a piece of intelligence she was determined to ignore.


‘THE FISHING FLEET by Viva Holloway’, she wrote in bold letters at the top of the page; she added a fancy squiggle to both Fs while she put the top of her pen in her mouth.


‘There are, roughly speaking, three kinds of women on board the Kaisar-i-Hind,’ she began.


She stared out to sea for a while, trying to decide whether she would post this, or try to send it by telegram, which would be shockingly expensive. Its final destination would be a shabby bedsit in Bloomsbury, where The Voice, a feminist magazine begun by two suffragette sisters, Violet and Fiona Thyme, had its headquarters. Mrs Driver had introduced her.


If they liked the story, the sisters had promised to pay her ten pounds for one thousand words. ‘Forget elephant hunts and spicy smells, dear,’ said Violet, who had once been to jail with Emily Pankhurst, and who smoked small cheroots. ‘Lift the lid on what really happens to all those women going to India, and what they think they’ll do when the whole thing collapses.’


‘First,’ wrote Viva, ‘ – the there are the memsahibs name in Hindi means “the master’s women”, all of whom are travelling on this ship by first class.’ (‘Check there is a second class’, she wrote in the margin for she hadn’t had much time yet to explore.)


I have seen them in this ship’s elegant dining room, and their plumage is quite varied – some favouring the more dowdy feathers of the shires: dun-coloured tweeds, silk dresses in various shades of potato, sensible shoes and thick stockings. Some look as if their hearts have already been half-broken by India.


Others are extremely elegant, maybe they already know there will be little else to do when they get there but go to the club, the tennis court or the shoot, where the same small crowd will watch each other with hawk-like fascination and be quietly determined not to let themselves fall behind in the fashion stakes.


Next, we have the skittishly nervous young girls who are collectively and unkindly called the Fishing Fleet. They are going to India to look for husbands, and they’ve been going there with their hooks baited ever since the early nineteeth century.


(‘WHEN EXACTLY? YOU MUST TALK TO THEM’ she scrawled in the margin.)


Most come after the London season is over and where, presumably, they have fallen at the first fence of that glorified marriage market. India, where men of their class outnumber women by three to one, will be their last chance to find a husband.


She put down her pen for a while and thought of Rose, who smelt of Devonshire violets, and who was – Tor was right – ravishingly pretty. She seemed to epitomise a peculiarly British kind of innocence: fine-skinned, appealingly shy, unsure of men.


On their first night at sea, she’d gone down to the girls’ cabin to see if they were all right. The door was unlocked, and when she’d put her head round the door, she’d found Rose lying face down on the bed quietly weeping. The girl had leapt up immediately and mumbled something about her brother, or maybe it was her father – that poor man had looked so devastated as she’d left – and apologised for being such a wet. And Viva had experienced what she imagined it felt like to have a maternal impulse; she had longed to put her arms around her, but knew it would embarrass them both.


She’s petrified, she thought. And why not?


For some, this could turn out to be a voyage into nightmare: it was vessels like these that took those who were hacked to death in Cawnpore out to India. Others will discover what it is like to want to die of heat; or they may be shot at, or have their children die of tropical diseases or taken away from them at an early age and educated half a world away.


Viva put her pen down. This, of course, would be the natural moment to tell them about her own father’s death. Or not. Experience had taught her that telling meant enduring other people’s moistly sympathetic looks, their embarrassment, the long accounts of other people they knew who’d lost people abroad, or, worst of all, attempts to think of some uplifting moral that would make sense of it all. And besides, the car-crash story now tripped off her tongue so easily it felt almost real.


And next, there are women like myself: single women with no sahib and no wish for one, who love India and like to work. You see, nobody ever really writes about them – the governesses, the schoolteachers, the chaperones – but we have our tales to tell.


‘True, all like to work?????’ she scribbled to herself. Well, it would do for now. She was about to describe their plumage, which in her case was quite atypical. Now she’d returned the woolly tweeds to Mrs Driver, she was back in her own clothes that morning, a scarlet silk dress, a dark ballet top left over from school and a barbaric-looking silver necklace inherited from her mother.


All of a sudden, her mouth filled with liquid and she put her pen down as the floor rose and fell along with her stomach. She glanced at the leaping room, its lamps and green leather desks – when did leather ever smell so sickening? – to see how the other passengers were doing. The walls creaked as she stood up. How hot-making! Not thirty-six hours out from Tilbury and she was going to be sick.


‘Excuse me, madam.’ A waiter appeared with a grey and pink box and a glass of water.


Oh no! Was it that obvious? She sat back with her eyes closed, trying not to feel the suck and swell of the waves. Breathe! Breathe! She tried not to listen to the faint tinkle of the glasses or the stupid laughter of people who thought rough weather was funny or the woman in the booth next to her who was asking for ‘a plate of egg sandwiches and some Earl Grey’. Egg sandwiches, uuggggh, how disgusting.


‘Missy.’ The waiter stood at the door. He smiled kindly at her as she stumbled out on to the deck and into the deafening boom of the waves.


‘Thank you. I’m fine, thank you.’


She rested her forehead on the railings and stayed there until she felt slightly better. The phrase she had been about to write swam mockingly in her head, the words dancingly disconnected. ‘You see I was not made for marriage, I was born with a knapsack on my back.’


The steward brought her a deckchair and a rug. When she was sitting down, she thought, briefly, about Ottaline Renouf, one of her heroines, who’d gone halfway round the world in an eccentric variety of crafts: Danish fishing boats, banana boats, trawlers, Turkish caiques, never once mentioning seasickness. What if she wasn’t strong enough for this? What would that mean?


By the time she stood up the sky was one huge grey and yellow bruise over the still rearing waves. Night was falling and the lights had gone on. From the ship she could hear laughter and faint arpeggios of piano music rising and falling. How tinny it sounded against the animal roars of the waves.


When she looked up again, she saw Guy Glover sitting on a deckchair behind a glass screen that sheltered him from the worst of the wind. He was wearing his black overcoat and smoking a cigarette. When he saw her looking at him, he held her gaze for a moment and raised his cigarette to his mouth. The look in his eye said, Try and stop me. He inhaled deeply and exhaled, making a fishy shape with his lips as the wind blew his smoke ring away. He ground the cigarette under his heel and sauntered over to her. Pathetic, she thought, in his too large coat, trying hard to be what? Perhaps Valentino in The Sheik, complete with cape and dagger in boot, or maybe a rake on his first night at sea trying to decide which virgin to take to bed.


He’s just a child, she tried to reassure herself, for the sight of him had made her anxious again, a foolish self-conscious child. Nothing to be frightened of.


She’d shared a similar background, and her current thinking about him went as follows: like many boys of his class and background, he’d been turfed from the nest too young. Without parents on hand, or, in his case, siblings to chivvy him along, he’d become a permanent defensive guest, unsure of his welcome, uneasy in his skin. Underneath the studied indifference, the coldness, there was, she was almost certain of it, a boy hungry for love, angry about having to ask for it. She should at least try to understand him even if she couldn’t like him.


‘I meant to tell you,’ he shouted over the waves, ‘there’s some people on board my parents want me to say hello to. The Rams-bottoms from Lucknow. They’ve asked us for a drink in the music room tomorrow night. I’d like you to come too.’


Well, well, well, he’d made one unsolicited remark to her.


‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you and I and the girls can have dinner together at the early sitting first. We can all get to know each other.’


As she said this, she wondered again whether she should have warned the girls to lock their cabin, just in case Guy was still a little on the light-fingered side.


He looked startled. ‘I’d rather not do that,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to eat with other people.’


‘Why not?’


He mumbled something that the waves drowned out.


‘I can’t hear you,’ she shouted.


‘My parents said we’d be eating alone,’ he shouted so hectically that she took a step back.


‘Shall we talk about this later?’ She felt too sick to lock horns with him now, or to think about food for that matter, and the girls were hardly going to mind.


‘Of course.’ He beamed his blank and insulting smile and shouted something else about parents that was swept away by the wind. He was going to be a handful; there was no doubt about it.


After this exchange, Viva went down to the cabin she was sharing with a Miss Snow, a whispery and apologetic schoolteacher who was going back to teach in a school near Cochin. The two had come to this arrangement in order to save money, but hadn’t yet exchanged more than a handful of words.


Miss Snow was asleep under a mound of bedclothes with a green pail underneath her bed. Viva put a damp flannel on her own head and lay down on her bunk and thought about Guy again and all the sympathetic things she’d thought about him earlier flew out of her mind. The scaring thing was, she thought, that Guy Glover was her creature now, her responsibility and no doubt her punishment for the lies she’d told.


A wave of anxiety swept over her. Why in God’s name had she taken all this on, particularly at a time when she had, at last, achieved a kind of independence?


It couldn’t surely just be for the chance to open that wretched trunk – Mrs Waghorn couldn’t have been more frank about the chances of her finding anything in it – but she had flung her life on to this slender thread. Why?


She thought back almost longingly to her basement flat in Nevern Square, not an abode of bliss, to be sure, with its gas ring and narrow bed, but a home nevertheless.


Her bathroom – shared with an elderly librarian and a woman who had an unusual number of gentleman callers – was behind a curtain in the hallway. It had a rough green bath, and was full of damp and dripping stockings and odd ends of slimy soap and a rusting green boiler called the Winterbourne which, when you touched its innards with a match, exploded like a volcano for three scorching minutes and then went achingly cold.


In winter she’d slept in her liberty bodice and a variety of jumpers; her blood, it seemed, had been thin ever since India. She’d sallied forth each morning for a variety of temporary jobs, going to work in the same foggy darkness that she came home in.


An older person might have seen nothing but drudgery in this existence, but for her, young and determined to survive her tragedies, independence had been a kind of drug. No more school dorms, no more spare rooms where relatives had to move things around to fit her in. This room was hers. In a state of childish excitement, she painted its walls a pale pink – she had in her mind the kind of dusty pinks you find in Rajasthan – but the effect was more of calamine lotion.


On a lumpy single bed near the boarded-up fire, she’d put her only real heirloom, an exquisite patchwork quilt, made up of sari fabrics in jewel-like colours: bright greens and yellows, pinks and blues, with a border embroidered with fishes and birds. It had once been on her parents’ bed in Simla, and in their other houses in Nepal and Kashmir, and the houseboat in Srinagar. She had a brass lamp, a few kitchen utensils hidden under the bed (‘No kitchen privileges’, said the sign in the hall), boxes and boxes of books and typing paper and a Remington typewriter perched on a packing case. The secretarial course was only a means to an end. What she wanted more than anything in the world was to be a writer. After work each night, she changed into some warm clothes, lit up one of the three Abdullah cigarettes she allowed herself each day, touched her little green glass statue of Ganesh – Indian god of writers amongst other things – and set to work.


She found happiness in that room hearing the clack of her typewriter and the occasional whoomph of the Winterbourne, the last lavatory chain being pulled. Around midnight, stiff and yawning, she undressed for bed and as soon as her head hit the pillow, fell dead asleep.


And then, via the agency she did temporary typing for, she was sent to work for Mrs Nancy Driver, who was the real thing: a prolific writer of romances, two of them set in India, where her husband, now dead, had been a major in the Indian Cavalry. Mrs Driver, who spent much of her day furiously typing in a camel-haired dressing gown, might have seemed at first, with her Eton crop and fierce pouncing style of conversation, like an unlikely fairy godmother, but that was what she’d been.


She and Viva had settled into a routine together. At eleven-thirty, when Mrs Driver had bathed and eaten her breakfast, she wrote furiously in longhand for an hour or so while Viva dealt inexpertly with her correspondence. After lunch, while her employer relaxed with another glass of sherry and a cheroot, Viva would type up the morning’s work and, if a large red cross was in the margin, she was allowed to add what were called ‘the spoony bits’. Mrs Driver was convinced, quite wrongly, that Viva, being young and good-looking, was having lots of exciting romances.


It was Mrs Driver who subscribed to the magazine Criterion, and who first introduced her to the poetry of T. S. Eliot. ‘Listen to this! Listen to this!’ She’d struck a dramatic pose with her cheroot still smouldering between her fingers and her eyes closed, declaiming:


April is the cruellest month, breeding


Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing


Memory and desire, stirring


Dull roots with spring rain.


And it was in this flat, typing and proofreading and drinking coffee, that it gradually dawned on Viva that as far as being a writer was concerned, she was in kindergarten. Before, she’d bashed out her stories and when she came to the last full stop sent them out. Now, she watched how hard Mrs Driver struggled to find ‘the right way in’, how she paid close attention to the smallest and oddest things, often writing about them in her many notebooks; how she talked her stories out loud when she got stuck, how she’d leave them in drawers for several months to mature.


‘There is no magic recipe,’ her employer said. ‘Each one cooks in its own way.’


When Viva, shaking with nerves, told Mrs Driver over sherry one morning that she had dreams herself of writing some stories, Mrs Driver had been kind but pragmatic. She told her if she was serious and needed to earn money immediately (for Viva had been unusually frank about her dire financial straits) she should try and sell to women’s magazines like Woman’s Realm and The Lady, the kind of gentle romances they published on a regular basis.


‘Awful tripe,’ Mrs Driver had warned. ‘And you will write from your own heart eventually, but it will get you started and give you some confidence.’


She’d showed her how to prune her stories ruthlessly (‘Sharpen, lighten, tighten,’ she’d written all over her margins) and in the last six months, Viva had penned thirteen stories in which a variety of granite-jawed heroes seized women of the blonde, helpless and dim variety. Back had come ten rejection slips but three had been published.


And oh, the impossible elation of that first moment of hearing that her first story had been accepted. She’d got the letter after work on a wet November evening, and run around Nevern Square on her own in the dark. She’d been so sure then – ridiculously sure in retrospect – that this was a turning point and from now on she would be able to survive by her pen. No more dreary jobs, or school dorms, no more spare rooms. She was young, she was healthy, she could just about afford the three guineas a week for her flat, and whoopee, she was now going to be a writer.


So why, with everything at last moving in the right direction, had she decided to change all her plans? Surely not because some old girl had written to her out of the blue to tell her she had a trunk in her shed with her parents’ things in them? Or was all that just an excuse to get back to India, which, bizarrely, when you thought about everything that had happened to her there, she still missed – a permanent ache as if some vital organ had been removed.


Miss Snow was still asleep, snoring with a puttering sound and occasionally moaning as though she was wrestling with her own demons. When she sat up suddenly, Viva’s typewriter fell with a clunk on to the floor, followed by a ream of loose paper.


Kneeling to pick up her scattered pages, Viva saw navy blue water rushing past her porthole in coils like a snake. She went to the basin and washed her face. There was an hour and a half before the first sitting for dinner; she was determined to bash out a first draft of her article before she ate. She was still mulling over the title, ‘The Fishing Fleet’ or perhaps ‘The Price of a Husband in India’. One day, even the memory of it would make her burn with shame.





Chapter 8



POONA


‘Master,’ Jack Chandler’s bearer called softly through the bathroom door. ‘Wake up, please, time is marching. Jaldi!’


‘I’m not asleep, Dinesh,’ Jack Chandler called back, ‘I’m thinking.’


He’d been lying in the bath for almost an hour. It was dark now; the new electric lights were still more off than on. His eyes were closed as he brooded about marriage and why men told lies, and Sunita, to whom he must soon say goodbye.


Normally, this was a favourite time of the day, when he peeled off clothes that smelt satisfactorily of horse sweat and stepped into warm water, with a whisky mixed just the way he liked it, and allowed himself the luxury of floating like an almost inanimate sea creature before Dinesh dressed him and he went to the club. But tonight, he was a bundle of nerves. That afternoon, he’d been to the dusty cantonment church to talk to the vicar, a faded uninspiring man, about arrangements for his marriage in four weeks’ time. He’d written down all the details on a piece of paper – Miss Rose Wetherby, spinster, of Park House, Middle Wallop, Hampshire – but the vicar had informed him that you didn’t need banns to get married in India, so many people, he had implied without actually saying it, did it on the spur of the moment here. And this exchange had further rattled Jack who was, generally speaking, a man with a logical brain who thought things through.


‘Time spent in reconnaissance is seldom wasted,’ was one of the rules he’d lived his life by. A sergeant major had bellowed it out to his class of gawky recruits at Sandhurst in the first week of their terrifying induction there and it had saved his life more than once since then. So why, well, it was too late to bother about this now, but why had he recklessly ignored this, jumped in eyes closed, in the matter of finding a new wife?


He’d set himself the task of writing to Rose earlier that night and posting it to her in Port Said, where her ship would arrive in twelve days’ time by his calculations.


‘My dearest Rose,’ he’d written. ‘Today, I went to the church where we are to be married and—’ He had crumpled up the letter, irritated with the banality of his thoughts and for not having the right words at a time when, surely, they should be tumbling out.


But more and more, he found communications with her stilted, like a grown-up and more fateful version of the letters they had been forced to write during Sunday morning sessions at his English boarding school. The excitement of their earlier letters had petered out into a dull exchange of plans beefed up with endearments – my own little fiancée, my soon-to-be darling wife – which now seemed to him artificial, if not downright over-familiar.


He owed Rose’s mother a letter too. They’d met twice, the first time at an Easter party at her house, where a dozen random relatives covertly inspected him and congratulated him on his sudden engagement, and talked a lot of rot about India. Now Mrs Wetherby had written him several letters, full of baffling bits of advice about the wedding, and, last week, to tell him that Rose’s father had come down with a bad case of bronchitis after her ship had sailed. ‘But probably better to keep this to ourselves,’ she’d written. ‘They are very close and she has so much on her plate.’ For some reason, the words ‘on her plate’ had annoyed him too, making him feel as though she regarded him as some sort of unpleasant green vegetable that would soon have to be faced and gobbled down. And if he was such an unknown quantity, why had these two sensible, fond people let the marriage go ahead? In certain moods he almost blamed them for it.


He stood up in the bath: a tall man with a fine, sensitive face, wary eyes, strong sloping shoulders and the long muscular legs of a horseman. He was far better looking now at twenty-eight than he had been when he first came out to India six years ago. Then, he was a tall boy just one year out of Sandhurst, skinny in spite of all the punishing exercise, the yard drills, the riding, the expeditions in mock deserts with thirty-pound weights on his back, all things designed to take the softness out of young men.


‘Sir, please.’ Dinesh stood smiling at the door, a towel in his hand. He’d come to Poona three years ago, a refugee from a flooded farm in Bengal. Jack had first met him quite by chance in the house of a friend in Delhi, and had been struck as everybody was by the open radiance of his smile. Dinesh counted this job as his one blinding stroke of good fortune in a life full of tragedies. A sign that his karma, his wheel of fortune, had taken a turn for the better.


Dinesh and Jack were a team now. The fact that Jack was a young officer with an Indian, rather than a British Cavalry regiment and could – after quite a slog, for he was not a natural linguist – converse with Dinesh in almost fluent Hindustani was a point of pride with Dinesh who, like many good servants, was a snob who looked down on the other servants in British regiments who had to speak English to their sahibs. They had been through so much together, some of the finest moments of their lives – the parades, the equitation school in Secunderabad, the yearly camps in the mountains where Dinesh, as thrilled as Jack had been by the adventure, had cooked for him over one of dozens of little fires that sprang up as soon as night had settled. He’d served with a reverence and a passion that both humbled and worried Jack, for the wheel was turning again. All of Jack’s servants – Dinesh and his wash man, his cook and her young daughter – were acutely aware of their various positions in the house; they watched each other like hawks for any changes in the pecking order. The arrival of Rose, no question about it, would ruffle their feathers, and Jack hadn’t found the words to explain that to her yet.


He walked into his bedroom. In the plain, low-ceilinged room an ancient fan ground away over his single bed with a mosquito net above it. There was a rush mat on the floor and on the bare walls only one faded landscape of the Lake District, left by the last tenant. He’d asked the regiment’s stores for a double bed six weeks ago, but things moved very slowly here; he’d have to remind them again.


On the bamboo chair in the corner of the room Dinesh had laid out a pair of linen trousers and a white shirt, all beautifully pressed. Against the wall – it had taken Dinesh hours to do when they’d first arrived – he’d draped a red cloth like an upright altar, against which he had hung whistles and spurs, his Sam Browne belt and sword.


Beside his bed his servant had placed a silver bowl full of Eno’s fruit salts, in case he should need them after a heavy night at the mess and, touchingly, as if to say, ‘I am going to try and like her,’ he’d surrounded the photograph of Rose with a garland of marigolds, as if she was a goddess.


Now Dinesh came out of the shadows thrown by the hurricane lamp, dried Jack carefully with his towel, helped him put on his underpants, then held open the waistband of his trousers so he could put first one leg in and then the other.


There was a time when Jack had loathed being dressed like this. The first time it happened he had offended Dinesh by laughing nervously and snatching his clothes away. It was embarrassing, de-meaning, like two grown men dressing dolly. Now he rather liked it. The way he explained this to himself was that he now understood so much better what each job meant to each person in this house. But if he was honest, Dinesh’s tender ministrations made him feel less lonely here, and, also, his deepest instincts told him that such cosseting would not last for much longer.


Everything was changing, everybody knew it. Nobody talked about it much, but it was always there, like the scuffling of rodents under the floorboards. On top of the house, the masters were still having their bridge nights, their endless cocktail parties; the servants in the basement were burning the furniture.


Arun, one of the high-class Indians he played polo with, had recently returned from a year reading law at Cambridge University. ‘And do you know what I most loved about Trinity?’ he’d teased Jack in his lazy Home Counties drawl. ‘Having one of your lot clean my shoes and leave them at my door.’


Only the week before that, Jack – he’d been in tennis flannels at the time strolling home from the club – had been spat at in the street. He’d stood there in absolute astonishment with another man’s phlegm on his shoulder, completely unsure as to whether to ignore him or strike back.


He ate supper on his own in the dining room. A nondescript room with mismatched chairs and an annoying light that was belching out paraffin fumes. That would have to be fixed now, too.


Dinesh brought him a simple kedgeree for supper. Normally, it was one of his favourite meals; tonight he pushed it around his plate – too nervous to eat much.
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