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INTRODUCTION


In the decades since they were written, Rumer Godden’s India novels have floated in and out of fashion, yet whatever tidal shifts have affected current tastes in fiction these distinctive, delicately poised and entirely unsentimental books have never lost a shred of their almost hypnotic appeal.

The three early novels Black Narcissus (1939), Breakfast with the Nikolides (1942), and Kingfishers Catch Fire (1953), along with The River (1946), reflect the themes and settings that are central to her works. Godden was a writer who continually drew on her own life experiences, frugally mixing and recasting the elements to give them fresh significance, but always relating her work back to the people, places, human passions and frailties that she knew and understood best. Here, the place is northern India, the people are the pre-Partition British and the Indians they governed, and the themes are sexual desire, treachery, the conflict of cultures and the loss of innocence.

Margaret Rumer Godden was born in England in 1907, but while still a baby she was taken by her mother to rejoin her father in Assam. The Godden parents soon sent Rumer and her elder sister Jon ‘home’ again to boarding school, as did most of their contemporaries, but the First World War intervened and the girls happily returned to live with their parents and two younger sisters at Narayanganj, a small town on a tributary of the Brahmaputra River in East Bengal where their father was the manager of a steamship company. Their eventful childhood in the big house on the river bank, with its large garden, complex hierarchy of family servants, and with the town’s hectic bazaar on their doorstep, was close to idyllic for all the Godden children and they looked back on it with yearning. But even so, Rumer sensed that she did not quite belong – that necessary credential for a writer in the making. All her life she believed Jon to be the more talented writer, and she knew that she was the plainest of the four sisters. At Narayanganj she was an outsider to the life of India and Indians that she observed with such clear-eyed fascination, and when in her adult years she chose to live elsewhere in India she did so mostly outside the narrow boundaries observed by British residents. At ‘home’ in England she was set apart too, as much by her exotic upbringing and her struggle to bring up her two daughters after a difficult divorce from her ‘boxwallah’ husband, as by her beady cleverness and intense involvement in her work. The expression of exile from physical place and from the ease of conventional society is ever present in her books.

Black Narcissus is the story of a small group of idealistic English nuns who travel to set up a convent school community at Mopu, in the mountains to the north of Darjeeling. As in her other novels, the setting is described with sensuous but precise exactitude – a neglected palace with a scandalous history in a landscape of butterflies, blossom, forests and snowy peaks. The sisters’ intentions are of the best, but as the local agent of Empire, the whisky-swilling Mr Dean, predicts, their mission is a failure. The nuns’ blithe confidence in their power to do good is undermined by the complexity of local conditions; they fail to understand or even investigate the rules that govern the people and they are correspondingly unbending in their own beliefs and traditions. Everyone they try to draw into their Christian sphere is more knowing, more corrupt, and better at calculating the odds than they are, from Mr Dean and the young Indian princeling General Dilip Rai to the ripe young student Kanchi. Sister Clodagh, the leader of the mission, is on the exterior authoritative and temperamentally cool, but within she is troubled and questioning of her own capabilities. Clodagh’s antithesis is the outwardly dissolute Mr Dean, a man who is nevertheless able to summon compassion and strength when these are required. For all its convent setting, the novel thrums with sex, portrayed with a subtlety that seems only to intensify its power. The story is simple but the narrative takes an unshakeable hold, building to a climax involving sexual obsession, insanity and tragic death, which despite the gothic elements is handled with masterful restraint. The final image of a lonely grave which the villagers will not pass by for fear of the bhut, or spirit, that haunts it is one that Godden took from a real burial place.

Breakfast with the Nikolides and Kingfishers Catch Fire both feature a young girl who is obliged by events to recognise and absorb into herself the consequences of adult shortcomings. Such children are recurrent figures in Godden’s work; they are vulnerable, observant individuals who are deficient in charm but gifted with perception beyond their years. As the child Emily declares to Louise in Breakfast with the Nikolides, ‘I see you, Mother. I cannot help it.’ Both Emily and the child Teresa in Kingfishers Catch Fire, with the premature pucker of apprehension between her brows that her mother so dislikes, contain aspects of their creator as well as of her two daughters, but the writer and her experiences are most clearly discernible in their vivid, disconcerting mothers. Sophie and Louise, in their respective narratives, draw and hold the reader’s attention like flames dangerously leaping in the dark.

The setting of Breakfast with the Nikolides is closely based on Narayanganj, with the bazaar lying ‘like a patch of plague’ against its walls. The atmosphere is heavy with the unspoken; Emily’s queasy stomach is an emblem of the invisibly churning entrails beneath the sunny surfaces of the family house and gardens. The girl is caught in the sticky threads of her parents’ passionately unhappy marriage; there is further sexual tension close at hand between a young student, an Indian vet, and the vet’s uneducated wife. The edifices of social and marital relationships are fragile, but they hold up until an incident with Emily’s pet dog triggers the cataclysm. Louise, Emily’s mother, is imprisoned by her circumstances. She hates India – as symbolised by the squalor and brutality of the bazaar – but she is trapped in the country as she is trapped in her marriage. Her treatment of the dog is an act of blazing revenge and repudiation of both. Rumer Godden adored her pet Pekinese, and family dogs recur through the books – as does the perpetual threat in India of rabies.

Kingfishers Catch Fire is the most autobiographical of this trio of autobiographically inflected books. The setting is Srinagar in Kashmir, where Godden lived with her daughters on far too little money after separating from her husband. Sophie Barrington-Ward is a widow, left in poverty after the death of her handsome but inept husband. Full of headstrong enthusiasm and naive idealism, she takes a house in a remote village on the lake. Here she and her daughter and infant son will live on next to nothing, exactly like their peasant neighbours. ‘“We shall be poor and simple too,” she said with shining eyes […] “Peasants are simple and honest and kindly and quiet.”’ Teresa bears witness to these declarations with the telling pucker of apprehension showing between her brows. She is a priggish child but, like Emily, she cannot help seeing her mother.

As with the nuns at Mopu, Sophie at Dilkhush never stops to consider what she represents to the people who live at her gate. She believes she is poor, but to these villagers she is rich and profligate, and ripe to be cheated. Sophie is maddening but she is also brave, ingenious and determined. She does everything in her power to make the venture a success, but, between the harsh weather of the mountains and the cruel poverty of the village, her peasant idyll never takes on more substance than a dream. Everyone cheats her except the noble Nabir D[image: image]r, the caretaker of the house, and she does not appreciate his worth until it is too late. Discord erupts between the two tribes of the village, on Sophie’s account. The little family suffers but Sophie clings on, wilfully blind to the truth, until she is no longer able to discern the danger she and her children are in. From a languorous start steeped in the luscious beauty of the Kashmiri scenery, the narrative gathers pace and pitches towards its climax: all of Sophie’s illusions collapse in a miasma of threat, sickness and confusion, while through her benign neglect Teresa is swept into jeopardy.

The novel is perfectly poised. Each strand of the taut narrative is woven with precision, each character is given his due, with restrained sympathy but with an absence of sentimentality that is almost forensic. Sophie and her children survive Dilkhush; the shocking events are explained and the ending provides a necessary fictional full stop – though even that has its tensions. It is significant of their era that both Sophie and Louise make an eventual pact of submission to their men in exchange for economic and social stability. Only the nuns walk away, and even they are returning to the mother house and the Mother Superior of their order. Rumer Godden underwent the same ordeal as Sophie Barrington-Ward, but the reality of the matter was less clear-cut. The truth behind the events at Dove House, the original of Dilkhush, was never properly resolved.

The books are remarkable for the way that powerful adult themes underlie their glimmering surface. I devoured them as a teenager, racing through the stories and revelling in the lush landscapes and exotic peoples in the (then) certainty that I would never see them for myself. It’s hard to think that I appreciated any of their true qualities. They have repaid rereading from an adult perspective, and they will continue to reward both returning readers and new ones: such is their narrative grip, clothed in its silken dress of delicacy, subtlety and understanding of the human state.

Rosie Thomas

2013



AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book is written out of experience, not of any special experience, but compounded of three years’ living, thinking and perhaps dreaming in Kashmir. I have checked it as carefully as I could but in Kashmir there appears to be a dozen different answers for every question. I have therefore written names and Kashmiri words as they sounded to me and of Kashmiri customs as they seemed to me; naturally I may have misunderstood and, if I have made mistakes, I apologize.

R.G.



KINGFISHERS
CATCH FIRE






PROLOGUE


As kingfishers catch fire, dragonflies draw flame;

As tumbled over rim in roundy wells

Stones ring; like each tucked string tells, each hung bell’s

Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad its name;

Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:

Deals out that being indoors each one dwells;

Selves – goes itself; myself it speaks and spells,

Crying What I do is me: for that I came.

Long afterwards … ‘Not so long,’ said Toby, ‘it’s only two years.’ ‘Ages afterwards,’ said Sophie … Toby gave Sophie another lamp with kingfishers on it; he sent for it all the way to Profit David of whom he disapproved. ‘And I am a fool,’ he said. ‘You will only lose it or give it away to someone else, or leave it behind somewhere.’

‘No I won’t,’ said Sophie certainly. ‘I am more careful now,’ but Toby shook his head. He knew that Sophie was like a kingfisher herself, choosing some strange, unthought-of place for her nest, diving relentlessly for her private fish, then flashing out of sight. ‘Well, people must do as they must,’ said Sophie.

She argued defensively but her eyes were tender as her fingers traced the bright birds on the lamp; kingfishers always made her think of Kashmir; with the bulbul, the lotus, the iris, vine and chenar leaf, they are the symbols of the country; over and over again they appear in carvings and embroideries and are woven in Kashmiri silks and carpets. ‘I am … homesick for them,’ said Sophie. ‘Homesick!’

‘Even with what happened?’ asked Toby.

‘What happened doesn’t matter,’ said Sophie. ‘Not now,’ and she said, ‘I am even glad it happened.’

‘Good God!’ said Toby.

‘Yes, glad,’ said Sophie softly. ‘My eyes will never be poor again, having seen Kashmir. I saw such beauty in people and things.’

‘Those people?’ asked Toby.

‘Those people,’ said Sophie.



I


The real kingfishers lived down by the lake in the willows, and there was one that nested on the earth bank of the aqueduct that the villagers called the canal, behind the house. When the kingfishers were still they hardly showed their colours, but when they plunged for a fish and opened their wings and flew there was a flash of colour and they glowed, as their little replicas glowed, on the gold of Sophie’s lamp.

The house was called Dilkhush, ‘To make the heart glad’; that was as common a name for a house in India as Fairview or Mon Repos in Europe. Sophie would not have considered living in a house called Mon Repos but Dilkhush was in Kashmir, and she thought it romantic.

It was her own idea to go and live there. When Sophie had an idea her child Teresa trembled.

The vale of Kashmir is a chain of lakes and rivers set with orchards and gardens in a ring of mountains that are always streaked with snow. Dilkhush was twelve miles from Srinagar and was built high up on one of these mountains, above a lonely little village, and looked down on the Dal Lake with its placid reflections, its willows and islands and spreading lotuses.

Twelve miles is not far by train or bus or motor-car, but Kashmir has no trains, buses do not run to the villages, and neither Sophie nor the villagers could afford cars; the only way in and out for them was by boat across the lake or along the lakeshore by tonga, the slow little local two-wheeled carriages that had tilt roofs.

In India, a woman alone does not go and live alone, not at any rate far from her own kind, not unless she is a saint or a great sinner. Sophie was not a saint or a sinner, but she was undeniably a woman. ‘Mr Abercrombie says it’s most unusual,’ her Aunt Portia wrote out from England, ‘and he knows the country. He was chaplain in Rawalpindi, remember. He says you had far better come home.’ ‘Dear Sophie, please, please listen …’ wrote Aunt Mamie; she added, ‘Rose says you will do as you like, you always have.’ Aunt Rose was right.

‘Sophie is nice to scold because she never answers back,’ that same Aunt Rose had once said, ‘and nasty to scold because she never takes any notice.’ Sophie took no notice now.

‘It’s too far,’ Dr Ruth Glenister, the head doctor at the Mission, told her.

‘Your Mission ladies go farther than that,’ argued Sophie.

‘They have the protection of the Mission,’ said Dr Glenister.

‘We shall protect ourselves,’ said Sophie confidently.

‘The people won’t know what to make of you,’ said Sister Locke, the senior Mission Sister.

‘They soon will,’ said Sophie.

It was not only the Europeans who advised against it. ‘You may lose everything you have,’ said her Kashmiri merchant friend, Profit David.

‘We haven’t anything,’ said Sophie.

‘But we have,’ Teresa wanted to cry. They had some precious things, doubly precious to Teresa because through all the family changes these few had endured: their books, Sophie’s Chinese teapot with the wicker handle, Teresa’s doll Pussy Maria, Moo’s tricycle and the red numdah floor rugs and the little gold carriage clock. Teresa could not bear the thought of losing any of them. ‘Don’t let’s go there,’ begged Teresa.

Even the Pundit Pramatha Kaul who owned Dilkhush was worried though he was anxious to let the house. ‘Am I handing you over to the hounds and thieves?’ he asked.

‘If we were rich,’ said Sophie, ‘if we were like most Europeans and Americans who come to Kashmir, then there might be trouble.’

To the Pundit, Sophie was precisely like any other European or American, only more friendly; the friendliness alarmed him. ‘These people are poor and simple …’ he began, but Sophie interrupted him.

‘We shall be poor and simple too,’ she said with shining eyes.

To that Sophie would not listen. Like many people there were some words about which she was sentimental; one of these was ‘peasant’. ‘Peasants are simple and honest and kindly and quiet,’ she said. ‘They don’t want what they don’t possess. They have the wisdom to stay simple. They don’t want to change.’ In a way that was true. Here in Kashmir the boys on the mountains with the flocks looked biblical with their dark curly hair, loose robes and round caps; the ploughs were primitive as were the cooking-pots, the water jars, the fishing-spears, the very boats; ‘Primitive and beautiful,’ said Sophie. The women, like the women of old, fetched water and pounded grain and ground it in a hand-mill and spun their flax and wool; the men smoked the same water pipes as their grandfathers. ‘How picturesque they are!’ said Sophie admiringly.

‘But, madam, the peasants are rapacious …’

‘And dirty,’ said Teresa. It was true. They were very dirty.

The village below Dilkhush was even more primitive than most. It was shut away in the fold of the mountain, that came down to a backwater of the lake; there were women and children in the village who had not seen a white woman close, certainly not white children – though they had heard about them. Many visitors came to Kashmir, to the city, to the pleasure gardens, to the health resorts up in the mountains, and they had immeasurable amounts of money; to the lucky villages near, some of the money came in the price of vegetables and fruit, walnuts, chickens and eggs and wood. ‘Aie! Such prices!’ said the Dilkhush villagers longingly.

‘You must remember,’ said the Pundit, worried, to Sophie, ‘we have not had a visitor here before.’

‘All the better,’ said Sophie. ‘The people will be innocent and unspoilt,’ and she said firmly, ‘I shall not be a visitor. I shall be one of them.’

The Pundit still looked worried.

‘What can happen to you, Pundit Sahib, if you stand on your own feet?’ asked Sophie sharply.

‘You can fall down,’ said the Pundit.

Sophie – Sophia Barrington-Ward – was then thirty-five; afterwards she often wondered how she had managed to reach that age and remain as insouciant as she was. ‘Insouciant is the right word,’ said Sophie. ‘Careless and indifferent.’ It was not that things did not go wrong. They did, very often, though she could never see why. ‘But what did I do?’ she would ask when they had. ‘I didn’t mean it to turn out like that,’ and how bitter was her remorse, though, of course, if the remorse became too much to bear in one place she could always go somewhere else. ‘Poor Pussy Maria,’ she once heard Teresa say, ‘Poor Pussy Maria, having to sleep in so many different beds.’

‘Sophie has not learned the law of cause and effect,’ said Aunt Portia troubled. ‘How strange that she escapes.’

‘Not strange at all,’ said Aunt Rose. ‘She skips.’

‘Skips, Rose?’

‘Yes, she just omits the effect.’ Aunt Rose’s eyes were amused; she had a fellow-feeling for Sophie; then they darkened and she said, ‘Don’t worry, one day it will catch up with her. She will be punished … and the worst part of the punishment,’ said Aunt Rose bitterly, ‘is that probably she will punish someone else … someone near and dear.’

On the rare occasions when Sophie had been caught, before she had learnt to be adroit, when she was small and living with the Aunts, it was Toby who rescued her. ‘Toby always helped me,’ said Sophie. ‘Dear Toby.’ But there are some things that put you outside help; for instance, if you marry another man.

Sophie had married Denzil Barrington-Ward. ‘I was quite old,’ said Sophie, ‘I was twenty-six. I should have known what I was doing,’ but Denzil was so tall and good-looking that few people saw him; they looked at his handsomeness instead. Even the penetrating Aunt Rose had said, ‘He should go far with that face.’ ‘I thought so too,’ Sophie could have said, but she did not say it; for a talkative person she was oddly quiet about Denzil. She did not, it was true, stay with him very much. When he first came to India she had let him come alone and, though she brought the children out to join him in the height of the war, ‘by way of Africa and the Canary Islands, seven weeks in convoy’, as she often told afterwards, she soon took them away again.

Denzil was working then in the little provincial town of Amorra in Bengal where his Company had a branch office. He was not released for the Army but no one said, ‘He is a key-man,’ as Sophie would have liked; they said, ‘Someone must stay.’ That seemed derogatory to Sophie. It all seemed derogatory; it was a junior post, Amorra was hot and unhealthy, its little round of European life was arid. ‘There is no one for me here, no one!’ said Sophie. Denzil did not say that he was there; he was silent and, when Moo had dysentery and Sophie seized the excuse to get away, he did not protest. They went to a tea-garden, ‘And then to another,’ said Teresa, ‘and then Mother thought she ought to be a war nurse and we went to Ranchi, and then she thought she would learn Urdu and be an interpreter for the Army and we came to Rawalpindi and then …’ Teresa could not count how many times they had moved, but each time the small ballast of hopes and plans they had collected was thrown overboard and everyone they had known was left behind.

Moo did not care. Like a little seed that is blown and can grow anywhere, on a rocky ledge, in a crack of earth, he lived a contained contented small life of his own no matter where he went. To Moo it did not matter, but Teresa had roots; they were tender, soft, trailing, slightly sticky roots and they gripped what they found and that of course made it harder when they were torn up.

‘One day we will take a little house and settle down,’ Sophie told her.

‘In Camberley?’ asked Teresa. Sometimes Teresa thought she could remember a little house they had had once in Camberley in England. ‘Didn’t we?’ she used to ask Sophie.

‘Yes, when Denzil was in the London Office. A horrid little house …’ said Sophie. As Teresa remembered it, it was not horrid at all; it was a dear little house, all in a row with others just like it, all with tiled roofs and gables, green front doors and latticed windows, nice and new … and nice and safe, thought Teresa.

‘Did we have a sweeper at Camberley?’ she asked Sophie when the houseboat sweeper stole.

‘Of course not. It was in England.’

‘Was there a viper at Camberley?’ she asked when they found the viper.

‘Of course not. It was in England.’

‘It was a little horror, a villa,’ said Sophie. But one day, thought Teresa, I shall have a little house just like that, in Camberley. She treasured up that safe-sounding name.

Meanwhile there were so many names, so many places. ‘How can I remember them all?’ asked Teresa, and here in Kashmir were a whole new set, new names, difficult names, new strange people, new conditions, new things. Sometimes Teresa had a pucker between her brows.

‘Moo is the sensitive one,’ said Sophie. ‘He has feeling.’ He had. The air about Moo was constantly rent with his feelings. ‘Moo is highly strung,’ said Sophie. ‘Teresa is stolid.’

‘Is it very bad to be stolid?’ Teresa was to ask Toby later.

Toby, who was stolid himself, said ‘No,’ but Teresa could not help thinking it was.

She was a plump, heavy, rather slow child while Moo and Sophie were slim and quick. She had grave grey eyes; Sophie’s eyes were more green than grey, sometimes they mocked, sometimes shone … when she likes anyone or is excited, thought Teresa … and they grew bright green when she was angry, which was often; Moo was more of a baby than a little boy, but when he wanted to look at anyone he put his rather big head back on his little neck and looked up in a piercing stare. His eyes were as blue as … ‘those little flowers on the mountain, speedwells,’ said Teresa. He had the same white skin as Sophie while Teresa’s was pink and freckled.

Sophie had a story that began, ‘Once there was a woman who had two children, one with hair like marmalade and one with hair like honey.’ Teresa was the marmalade one, her hair was red, but Moo’s was pale gold; it stood out round his head like a cloud, a ‘nimbus’ Sophie called it. Sophie’s hair was like honey too; but dark honey; she wore it in a knot at the back of her neck and sometimes Teresa would look at its silkiness and at the lights in it, and then look at her own straight red locks and sigh. ‘Teresa, take that ugly pucker off your forehead,’ said Sophie.

In Teresa’s short life she had seen how things and people could be gone; friends, nurses, servants, dogs, cats, ponies, had gone as well as houses but there were a few people … and a few things like the books, the Chinese teapot, Pussy Maria, the tricycle and the carriage clock that seemed to remain … By ‘people’ Teresa did not mean Sophie and Moo, she took them for granted; she meant people like Denzil and the Aunts and Toby.

A photograph of Denzil stood on Sophie’s table; he looked out of the frame at Teresa with eyes exactly like her own. ‘Why not? He is your father,’ said Sophie.

And Moo’s father,’ said Teresa, jealous as always for Moo, but Moo scarcely knew who Denzil was. ‘I think people should live with their fathers,’ said Teresa.

Sophie’s own father and mother had died and the Aunts had brought her up. The Aunts lived in a village called Finstead in England. ‘Like Camberley?’ asked Teresa.

‘Very like Camberley!’ said Sophie.

‘Ah!’ said Teresa, envying Sophie. The Aunts were the Miss Camerons, except Aunt Rose who lived at the Hall and was called Lady Munthe.

‘Why is she?’ asked Teresa.

‘Because she married Sir William.’

‘Why did she?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Sophie slowly, and she thought of the pompous, fat, little figure of her Uncle William. I never called him Uncle William, always Sir William, she thought. That shows how pompous he was, and she told Teresa, ‘Aunt Rose was an actress; she lived in Paris; she was beautiful, with beautiful dark eyes, but she gave it all up and came home. I suppose it was for Vennie.’

‘Who is Vennie?’

‘Vennie was her son. She married … or didn’t marry,’ said Sophie slowly, ‘in Paris. She was poor and struggling but she loved it … and, after all that, Vennie ran away. He didn’t like Sir William.’

‘So it was no good,’ said Teresa.

‘It was no good,’ said Sophie sadly.

Teresa knew what the Aunts were like. Sophie had a painting, by an Indian artist, of the Celestial Cows of Krishna. ‘The Aunts are just like that,’ said Sophie, and she called the three cows Aunt Portia, Aunt Mamie and Aunt Rose; they were painted lying down in a field patterned with daisies; two of them were white cows and they looked out of the picture with mild, firm faces, neat definite ears, gentle brows and eyes that were faintly puzzled; the third was a brown cow and she looked away, minding her own business; that was Aunt Rose. ‘Aunt Rose was always different,’ said Sophie.

‘And was Toby … that man?’ asked Teresa. ‘The man who came to see us at Camberley, another man, not Denzil.’

‘That is Toby,’ said Sophie.

‘What was Toby like?’ asked Teresa.

‘He is big,’ said Sophie uncertainly as if she did not really know what he was like herself. ‘He has a red face and blue eyes, and thick brown curly hair. Very short hair,’ said Sophie definitely as if that were one thing she did know about Toby … ‘Far too short.’

‘I don’t know him,’ said Teresa jealously.

‘Yes, you do,’ said Sophie. ‘He is your godfather. Why, he sent you Pussy Maria!’

‘Did he?’ asked Teresa. Pussy Maria was her greatest treasure. Pussy Maria had real hair, her eyes opened and shut. ‘She must have cost a pound,’ said Teresa awed. ‘Toby must be kind and very, very rich.’

‘Quite kind and quite rich,’ said Sophie with a little yawn. ‘He was the doctor’s son at Finstead. Now he is the doctor. His grandfather was the doctor too; like peas in the same pod,’ said Sophie impatiently. Then she relented and smiled. ‘Dear Toby, he was always rescuing me.’

‘From what?’ asked Teresa breathless.

‘Oh, from scrapes,’ said Sophie airily.

Teresa sighed. She never got into scrapes. ‘She is so timid!’ said Sophie. Sophie was always asking, ‘Why is Teresa such a little goose? Why is she so timid?’

One day Aunt Rose answered that. ‘You must remember,’ said Aunt Rose, ‘if you hitch your wagon to a star it must often be very uncomfortable in the wagon.’

Never, with all its hitches and bumps, had it been as uncomfortable as it was that winter in Kashmir, the winter they came to Dilkhush.



II


‘Here in Kashmir,’ said Ayah, ‘we call the winter the time of the Three Sisters, Forty Days’ Death and Twenty and then Ten.’

‘Forty Days’ Death and Twenty and then Ten,’ said Teresa after her.

In winter the whole vale was sealed in snow, black ice and frost, while the passes to the mountains were blocked. The villagers shut up their houses, closing the cattle into the ground storey so that the midden, collecting through the months, steamed up to warm the rooms above. ‘Kashmir looks Russian in winter,’ Sophie wrote to the Aunts, ‘Russian in the Eastern sense, like its old name Scythia; the sweet green tea they drink here is made in a samowar which is much the same as a samovar. It is Russia of the old days,’ she wrote, ‘of the ragged animal peasant and the prosperous merchants with their full bellies and smiling white teeth,’ she was thinking of Profit David; ‘the separate customs and habits of the ruling few,’ she was thinking of the Hindus. Kashmir was then ruled by a Dogra rajah with Hindu administrators over a largely Mohammedan people. Sophie was used to seeing the prosperity of the Hindus against the poverty of the common people, but she still did not know how poor they were. She could have seen it in the land, that last grasshopper summer, if she had had eyes, but in those days she had only superficial eyes; she saw the fruitful villages, the rich fields, but she did not see how each patch of ground was humbly, carefully cultivated, irrigated, every blade of rice planted out by hand when it was thinned; each honey melon grew in its circle of weed compost dragged up from the bottom of the lake; even the weeds were not wasted and each horse-dropping was picked up and taken in; even the roofs of the houses had crops.

She and Teresa and Moo had come to Kashmir in the early summer. They had travelled up the old military road along the red gorges of the Jhelum river where boys threw bunches of flowers into the car. In spite of the flowers, Sophie wished she could have come by a more romantic way; by one of the caravan routes overland from China, through Manchuria and Sinkiang over the Himalayas or through Little Tibet, over the Zoji La pass with its great double glacier, or along the almost forgotten horse-path that came from Old Delhi, the path that the Mogul Emperor Jehanghir used. ‘But now tourists, not Emperors, come to Kashmir,’ said Sophie sadly. ‘There are more cars than caravans.’

At first she had been bitterly disappointed; Srinagar the capital city, built on the Jhelum river like an Eastern Venice, was as surrounded by roads and cars and filling stations as any modern town; its suburbs were spread like Wimbledon or the suburbs of Capetown or Amsterdam. ‘Suburbs anywhere,’ wrote Sophie disgusted. It was crowded with tourists and the tourists had loud unbeautiful voices, cameras and radios, tartan rugs and picnic hampers. There was a plague of guides and touts, houseboat and tent agents, houseboat owners, taxi-boat men … ‘and this is Kashmir!’ wrote Sophie. ‘The land of Lalla Rookh, the vale of paradise, the pearl of Hind!’ She wished she had never come; then, one day, she took a little taxi-boat and was paddled down the Jhelum to the Old City, and away through crowded waterways, under wooden bridges by gardens and islands and villages till she came out on the Dal Lake and, ‘This is a beautiful, beautiful country,’ wrote Sophie. ‘There is a quality in the beauty here that steals you.’

The vale, poets say, is set like a pearl between the mountains, a pearl of water and flowers; the water comes from the glaciers on the far snow peaks and runs through high alps and valleys where gentian and primula and edelweiss grow, through forests, down rapids till it falls to the vale floor and flows into its lakes and river and waterways.

The lakes are fringed with willows where the kingfishers live; the foot-hills are reflected in the water in green and pink and blue and white from the orchards and rice-fields and mulberry gardens and fields of flax. There are villages of tall, wooden-balconied houses standing in groves and orchards of chenar and walnut or fruit trees; the villages are scattered on islands in the lakes, or along the shores and foot-hills, with narrow humped-back bridges and built-up roads between them.

Sophie liked the people, the boatmen, the farmers, the shepherd boys, the pony-men, the Mohammedan merchants, the Hindu Pundits and their decorative women, even the poor women with their handsome faces and dirty clothes; everything she saw that summer, to her, was poetry.

Most visitors had houseboats; Sophie took one and moored it among the willows of a little island; boats passed it all day long, wood boats, grain and cargo boats; the light traffic was by shikaras, small boats, slim and light, of natural wood, paddled with heart-shaped paddles; some were bare with only a child gathering weeds or a woman in the stern or a fisherman standing with a spear, watching for fish in the lake; some were taxi-shikaras with embroidered curtains and cushions, and waggish names to attract the tourists: ‘Whoopee.’ ‘Here I am.’ ‘Where are you?’ These shikaras were like water palanquins. ‘As romantic as gondolas,’ wrote Sophie. She hired one, and she and the children loved to go in it, moving in narrow waterways among the lotus leaves that floated on the water everywhere and held the dew, or out across the lake where the shikara floated over fish, silver in the weeds; always there were reflections of mountains and sky and cloud. Sometimes they went across the lake to the old Mogul pleasure gardens of Nishat, Chashmishai or Shalimar with their pavilions and fountains and water channels and tangles of roses. All the boatmen grew to know Sophie and the children, and salaamed, with their paddles across their knees, as they passed.

There were merchant shikaras that flew over the water after each new tourist arrival; their paddles raced against each other and the merchants leant forward with glistening smiles, holding out their cards. They called themselves names like Suffering Moses, Patient Job, Long John. Sophie’s friend, Profit David, had meant to be different. ‘I have respect for the Bible,’ he said. ‘For biblical souls. Religion is the heart, the poetry of man.’ He particularly admired the psalms and called himself after David whom he always spoke of as a prophet. ‘Prophet David,’ he said often, with reverence, but his spelling of English was muddled and he had ‘Profit David’ on his cards. Sophie thought it suited him much better.

He dealt in carpets, precious stones, embroideries and wood carvings and was as richly handsome as the things he sold. He wore a grey pheran – the loose robe that most Kashmiri men and women wore – of wool so soft and fine that it looked like silk; he carried a darker grey paschmina shawl and wore a white turban of folded muslin. His face looked like the David he admired; his skin was olive, and he had a fine nose, fine brown eyes and a brown beard beautifully combed. ‘I call him my Persian Humbug,’ Sophie wrote home, but he was not such a humbug as some. Most of the merchants sold sham papier mâché, cheap walnut carvings, machine-spun shawls and Persian carpets made in Kidderminster. ‘That is your fault,’ said Profit David, ‘by your own greed you tourists have debased the very things you want.’

Sophie did not like ‘You tourists’; ‘I am not a tourist,’ she said with asperity.

‘You are a different kind of tourist,’ said Profit David in a voice of honey and oil. ‘You, at least, Lady Sahib, are prepared to pay genuine prices for genuine things.’ That sounded so expensive that it silenced even Sophie. The whole summer was expensive. She bought a desk, trays, a shawl and a lamp from Profit David; and she could not resist those merchant boats.

The confectioners had their cakes in bright red chests, that reflected tulip red in the water; the children liked those best, but Sophie like the flower-boats; in the early morning the flower-boats came laden to the gunwales with fresh flowers that made lilac and yellow and green reflections in panels in the water. Sophie spent far too much money on flowers.

It was odd that it was in this beautiful poetical land that she first began to think about money. Perhaps, though she did not know it, the poorness of the people touched her. Sometimes, even in this last grasshopper summer, looking out from the curtains of her taxi-boat as it was sent flying across the lake – four boatmen to paddle one woman, two children – she would see a particular little house standing in a ring of trees on the mountain and she would wish that she did not live extravagantly, carelessly … selfishly, thought Sophie … she wished she could live frugally, without guilt, in just such a little house.

Then, in the autumn, Denzil died and the winter came.

Under the windows of the Mission Hospital was a Mohammedan graveyard. In winter the funerals went on all day long; there was one coffin for a village, the body was tipped out on to a side-shelf cut into the grave which itself could not be dug more than two feet in the frozen ground. Babies were brought in a bath towel, but the towel, like the coffin, was taken away because a towel cost a great deal of money. ‘One can’t bury a good towel,’ said Ayah. The relations, if they were careful, piled stones on the place after the grave was closed and set one at the head and foot, but when the snow turned to slush, the earth was often washed out and the bodies showed. The graves were planted with irises; Sophie had heard a legend that the iris meant money and was planted so that Raschid or Ramzan or Taji would have money to buy bread and rice and tea, all the tea they wanted, and apricots and kid-flesh, and wood and shawls and robes and jewellery, and carpets in the next world if they had starved to death in this. As Sophie grew delirious she cried, ‘I must get irises. I must get irises.’ The cries from the graveyard, the sound of the Maulvi’s voice, chanting the prayers for the dead, mingled with her cries.

It was the poor who died in winter, when the price of rice was high and the allowance of wood sank to two small logs for each person a day and that at prohibitive prices; if the peasants were not barefoot they only had home-made straw sandals; perhaps they had no woollen shawls, only cotton cloths, and cotton pherans. As the winter wore on, men and women grew more and more haggard and thin, the children were hollow-eyed and played their hopping games with feeble little hops.

‘Before that winter I did not understand about living,’ said Sophie afterwards. ‘I did not know it was so hard to live.’

‘It’s the last Sister, the Ten Days’ Death, who takes the most,’ said Ayah with relish. ‘Though she is small she is the fiercest, because then the people are weak.’

‘Weak!’ said Teresa.

‘You must not go in to Mother, she is too weak,’ Sister Locke told Teresa. Sister Locke was a pale little woman with colourless hair and a sharp face and a small spare figure; her eyes and her voice were sharp too and she had, as she said, no patience with children. ‘Children!’ said Sister Locke. ‘As if we hadn’t enough to do!’

‘Children!’ said the Junior Sister, Sister Pilkington. ‘Little English children!’ she said softly and, when she could, she stole away from her work to play with Teresa and Moo. Ayah was supposed to look after them; she smoothed the counterpanes over their crumpled beds, washed Moo’s face and hands when he would let her and told them fearful stories as she sat over her firepot till it was time to go down again to the kitchen for tea.

‘Ayah! Moo’s vest is dirty,’ said Teresa.

‘He shall have a clean one in the spring,’ said Ayah.

‘Ayah, Moo Baba ought to go out,’ said Teresa with longing.

‘No one should go out in winter,’ said Ayah. ‘Do you want to get like the Memsahib? Get ill and die?’

‘Die?’ Teresa quailed. ‘This is a hospital, people come here to get well,’ she said.

‘Na, na, they die like flies!’ said Ayah cheerfully.

‘Who will look after us if Mother dies?’ Teresa asked Sister Locke. ‘Who will buy us things and choose our clothes?’

‘Well, you are a nice selfish child, I must say!’ said Sister Locke.

Sister Pilkington gave kind soothing answers and Dr Glenister said sadly but truthfully, ‘While there is life there is hope.’ Dr Lochinvar said with his lips set, ‘I shall pull her through,’ but Ayah was more downright. ‘The Memsahib has that look on her face,’ said Ayah. ‘I remember when I saw two sahibs dug out of an avalanche that had come down on the Rest House at Kanghan.’ Ayah rocked cheerfully with her firepot. Aie! their faces were white and frightened, frozen like that! They still had their hats on, but they were dead!’

‘They still had their hats on, but they were dead,’ said Teresa with a fascinated shudder. She was not really of Ayah’s kidney; Ayah’s tales were like the chilli juice that the drivers squirt into the eye of a wounded elephant; the smart of the juice diverts the elephant’s attention from its wound.

In the graveyard a hand had come up, and there had been the skeleton of a baby under the window for days. Sister Pilkington told Teresa not to look at it, but who could help looking at that?

‘You have to remember,’ said Sister Pilkington, ‘they are not dead but sleeping.’ The baby looked very dead to Teresa and she began to have that ugly pucker always on her forehead between her eyes.

‘That child needs glasses,’ said Sister Locke.

Teresa did not think she did. ‘I … I want Mother,’ said Teresa.

‘You may stand at the door and call “Good night” to her,’ said Sister Locke as she left each night after her evening visit, ‘but don’t expect her to answer. She is too weak.’

Teresa did expect Sophie to answer. Every night she stood at the door and called firmly and persistently, ‘Moth-er. Mother. Good night. Good night, Mother,’ until from the bed came a sound that was not like Sophie at all, a fluttering sound that seemed as if it came from a long way off. ‘Good … night.’

*

Denzil had died of a cold.

‘But people don’t die of colds!’ Sophie had said stunned.

‘There was an old infection, the cold stirred it up and he hadn’t any resistance,’ said Mr Kirkpatrick, the Company Manager, who, up on leave in Srinagar, had had to break the news to Sophie. ‘To give him his due,’ said Mr Kirkpatrick, ‘he had been trying to do two men’s work with very little leave. He was run down and he had no resistance.’ Sophie had a sudden and cool little thought that it was just like Denzil to have no resistance. She was immediately shocked at herself. I loved him once, she thought, or I thought I did, and she could have cried ‘I would have loved him if he had made me. I … was ready to love.’ Her tears, when she shed them, were for having failed.

‘There is no happiness in a house,’ Aunt Portia had once said, ‘if the man of it isn’t the head.’

‘Then why doesn’t he make himself the head,’ Sophie had snapped out, annoyed.

‘You should have married Toby,’ said Aunt Mamie. ‘Though Denzil is a charming boy, of course.’

‘He isn’t a boy, he is a man,’ said Sophie, but Aunt Portia shook her head.

‘You are too strong for Denzil.’

‘A little slip of a woman too strong for a six-foot man?’ said Sophie scornfully.

‘You are not a little slip of a woman, you are a little whip of a woman, like me,’ said Aunt Rose. ‘We should be careful. We can sting.’ And Sophie remembered Denzil’s silence when she had a new plan, a new enthusiasm, a new idea; silences that she now heard echoed in Teresa.

Then is it wrong, thought Sophie in these unhappy nights, lying awake in the dark … is it wrong to have ideas? ‘What are you to do,’ she asked Aunt Rose when she saw her again, ‘if you are the kind of person who had them?’

‘You have to learn to temper them,’ said Aunt Rose, ‘with discretion,’ said Aunt Rose, and she gave a little yawn. ‘Discretion is very, very dull,’ said Aunt Rose.

‘Mrs Ward, did you know anything about your husband’s private affairs?’ That sentence was to burn in Sophie’s memory for ever. Denzil had died intestate; there were debts, old bills, new bills. ‘They will have to be paid,’ said Mr Kirkpatrick. He looked as if he hated to say it.

At first Sophie was not dismayed. ‘There are Trust Funds from his mother’s estate,’ she said confidently.

‘He made those over long ago,’ said Mr Kirkpatrick.

‘There are insurances,’ said Sophie. ‘At least we had sense enough for that.’

‘He called those in,’ said Mr Kirkpatrick.

There was nothing left, nothing but Sophie’s own small capital that had come to her from her father.

‘We must have been very extravagant,’ said Sophie slowly. Mr Kirkpatrick said nothing, and, ‘Oh, Denzil! Why didn’t you tell me?’ Sophie could have cried. She was to think that over and over again in the days that followed. ‘Why didn’t you warn me? Was I such a little shrew as that?’

Mr Kirkpatrick could not soften facts, even though he tried. The Company, he had to tell her, had lost a great deal of money through Denzil one way and another. ‘He … he wasn’t very able,’ said Mr Kirkpatrick as kindly as he could; and he said reluctantly, ‘The directors feel they can’t give you the usual death gratuity and passages home, nor pension, I am afraid, as they will have to pay his debts.’

‘I shall pay his debts,’ said Sophie lifting her chin. ‘Our debts,’ and she said, ‘If you will tell me what they come to, I shall give you a cheque.’

Mr Kirkpatrick blew his nose suddenly. ‘You are so … gallant,’ he said.

‘It’s not gallant, it’s sense,’ said Sophie. ‘If I pay his debts they will have to give me his pension, and a pension goes on until you die. I may live till I am ninety’: but Mr Kirkpatrick persisted in thinking her gallant.

He came to see her very often, he brought flowers for her, chocolates for the children.

‘Isn’t there anything I can do?’ he asked when his leave was over and he had to go back to Delhi.

‘Yes. Find me some work,’ said Sophie.

In those days she had been prickly and proud. Her only idea was to work. When the debts were paid she had little money left and though the directors paid her pension it was very small. ‘A pittance,’ said Sophie.

‘I don’t like to think of you working,’ said Mr Kirkpatrick troubled.

‘Why not? We are poor whites now,’ she said, her chin in the air.

She decided to teach. ‘English to Hindu and Mohammedan ladies and Urdu to English people,’ said Sophie.

‘But you were not qualified to teach Urdu,’ said Toby afterwards.

‘Well, I could speak it faster than most people,’ said Sophie. ‘I learnt to write it in three months.’

‘But how well?’ asked Toby.

‘Well enough,’ said Sophie. She could always give an impression of knowing more than she did. She was skilful in keeping up. Soon she had more work than she could do.

Ayah, the old woman, came to look after the children and Sophie worked fanatically. ‘I won’t let the children suffer,’ she had said. ‘They shall have what they had before,’ and she worked all day and far into the night, but ‘Even if you are successful you can’t charge much for teaching,’ she said. ‘Even if you teach with your whole heart – your heart and your brains,’ and she came to the depressing thought that her heart and brains were not worth very much. She had not told the Aunts, she tried to hide what had happened from everyone, but every month she spent more than she earned and every day she grew more tired and nervous and cross.
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