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She was singing. He could not see her, but somewhere in the dark and scented garden, his mother was singing.


The boy slipped in through the oleander bushes from the road and stopped among the flower beds to listen, struck by the beauty of her voice. He had heard nothing like it before. In church she cut a demure figure and trilled the hymns at a pitch painful in its purity, but tonight her voice was not pure, and nothing about it was demure. Nor was the song any kind of a hymn. He could hear sorrow in it, and yearning, and other passions he could not identify.


He stole forward across the moonlit lawn and through the bed of canna lilies under the veranda rail. A moth thrummed in the warm air close to his face. Her voice rose again and dipped, lifted once more. Now he could tell where she was, out by the stone tank at the side of the house where the servants drew their water. At last, from the corner of the veranda, he glimpsed her. She was all alone, swinging gently on the garden seat, her head thrown back and her long auburn hair loose across her shoulders. At her feet the moon rode like a silver plate among the lilies of the tank.


She stopped. He had made no sound, for he had learned to move like a cat, but just the same she turned her head and looked directly at him.


‘Don’t stand there like a startled faun, Frank. It doesn’t suit you.’ She patted the seat beside her. ‘Come.’


He did not move. The moonlight had caught in her hair and her gown and transformed her into something from elfland. He was almost afraid of her.


She patted the seat again. ‘Come along. It’s all right, Father won’t be home tonight. He sent word.’ She rocked her head, mocking him. ‘And no, I won’t betray you.’


He crossed the dark lawn and climbed up onto the seat. She put her arm around his shoulders and he breathed in the warmth of her body.


‘Did you think I didn’t know about your little nocturnal adventures? You were with those native boys, I suppose. Javed, that Tamil boy from Cantonment Bazaar? And that silly braggart Ashok? You see, I am not so foolish as you imagine.’


‘I never thought you foolish.’


‘Well, I thank you for that. But I did not have to be so very clever either, to discover your secret. One need only keep one’s eyes open and listen to the servants when they chatter. It is quite amusing when they don’t know I have any Kanarese.’


Frank said nothing. He hadn’t known it either.


‘Not that I understand much. Not like you, Frank. I know you’re as fluent as a bazaar urchin. But even I understand enough to have found you out.’


‘You truly won’t tell Papa?’


‘Don’t be silly. I’d come with you if I could. The bazaar at night! The temple ruins! The river! How wonderful it all must be when you’re fourteen years old.’ She paused. ‘When you’re any age.’


‘It’s dangerous,’ he said stoutly. ‘You wouldn’t like it. It’s dirty and there are thieves and wild animals where we go.’


‘Really?’ She squeezed his shoulders playfully. ‘I shouldn’t mind if I had you to protect me.’


‘I will always protect you.’


‘Is that what you want? To be my protector?’ She laughed. ‘You’d set yourself a task there.’


He looked down, embarrassed by her teasing, and she squeezed his shoulders again.


‘You’re a silly thing, Frank. But very well. You can be my knight in shining armour.’ She made big eyes. ‘Will you vow, sir knight, to take my part against all the world, to uphold my honour against all comers, and to avenge all wrongs against me?’


He raised his eyes to hers. ‘Yes.’


She watched him in the darkness for a moment longer, her smile fading. Then she tilted her head back to look at the moon, where it hung like a lamp in the mango tree. Among the dry leaves something rustled, a long trickling sound: a python, probably, hunting mice. A frog fell like a dropped stone into the water of the tank, fragmenting the moon’s image. Frank watched as the silver disc gradually re-formed itself and the water grew smooth once more. When she spoke again her voice was hardly more than a murmur.


‘There was a time when I loved adventure, just like you,’ she said. ‘Can you credit that? You’d understand if you knew where I grew up. Huddersfield, a mean dark town in the north of England. And then one day your father came to give a magic-lantern talk at our church. I was just seventeen, and he was five-and-thirty. He wasn’t rich but he had travelled and he seemed to know about everything. He was due to go back to India in a matter of weeks, to become a commercial agent in Peshawar. Can you imagine how that sounded to me, Frank, who had never been further afield than Halifax? Peshawar! The Khyber Pass, the gateway to Kandahar and Kabul! The magic of it!’


From the servants’ quarters behind one of the neighbouring bungalows a dog barked, and then set up a long hopeless howling until someone cursed at it and it fell silent again.


‘So I found my adventure, Frank, in so far as a woman can find it. But I had not reckoned that there is also a journey of the spirit. And your father …’ She seemed about to add something more, but then stopped herself. ‘Your father is a good man. He has given me the journey I longed for, and unswerving loyalty, and he has given me you and Gifford. It is ungrateful in the extreme to ask for more.’ Her voice caught.


He looked up at her. ‘Do you ask for more, Mama?’


She gazed at him. Her eyes were bright and there was something like fear in them now. He touched her wrist, anxious to break the spell of that look, and she stared down at his hand.


‘Frank,’ she said, in a small and desperate voice. ‘I’m just thirty-three years of age.’
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Far ahead through the stormy night, Frank caught his first glimpse of the fires of Troy. Timbers groaned as the beaked prow plunged into luminous foam but when the ship lurched up once more towards the star-crowded sky he could see the pinpoint campfires of the Greeks encircling the city.


‘Francis?’


Frank looked up quickly. ‘Accusative plural, Father.’


‘I shall not catch you out so easily, I see,’ Mr Gray said. ‘But I fear your thoughts were on the wine-dark sea once again, rather than on Greek grammar.’


Across the room, Frank’s mother clicked her tongue. She was seated by the doors which stood open to the blue Indian night, fanning herself against the heat. That tiny click of irritation echoed in the room like the cocking of a revolver.


Frank kept his eyes on his book and hoped his mother would say nothing. His parents’ tense little spats depressed him. Worse, they seemed always to be triggered by some niggling remark of his mother’s. That made him angry with her and he hated himself when he was angry with her. Until just a few months ago, when they had moved south, she had always been his warmest friend, full of laughter and mischief. He stole a glance at her now. She sat in the wicker armchair by the open door to the veranda with her head thrown back and her auburn hair cascading almost to the floor. From time to time she would lift the mass of hair away from her damp neck and sigh at the heat. A few nights before in the scented garden she had not looked so very different, and this evening she was every bit as lovely. But the magic of that earlier scene had fled from her.


Mr Gray closed his tattered copy of Homer. ‘I believe that’s enough for this evening, Francis.’


‘Oh, please,’ his wife said, ‘don’t stop on my account.’


‘My dear, we are evidently disturbing you.’


She turned sharply in her chair. ‘Well, good Lord, Lewis. Latin? Greek? Poetry? Tennyson, for God’s sake? Life’s tedious enough without Tennyson. Do we all have to go through this ghastly routine every night?’


Mr Gray folded his hands quietly over the book. Frank kept very still. He felt hurt and confused: he liked the lessons his father gave; he was good at Latin and Greek and he especially enjoyed Tennyson – ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ was his favourite. He wondered if he was being disloyal to his mother by taking pleasure in these things and asked himself if in some obscure way these recurrent tensions were his fault.


‘Francis,’ his father said, ‘you may leave the room.’


But it was Mrs Gray who got to her feet. ‘No. Go on with your stupid studies if they amuse you. I’m glad somebody can find some entertainment in this place.’ She swept out of the room and banged the door behind her.


Frank stared down at his hands, unsure where to look. Across the table he could hear his father putting books away in his leather case, and doing so with exaggerated care. Frank was sorry for him. He sensed that Mr Gray was out of his depth with these increasingly volatile scenes. He wanted to say something reassuring, but could not imagine how to begin.


Mr Gray ran out of small tasks to perform, and sat motionless on the other side of the table. The silence between them grew awkward. Frank decided then that he would slip away tonight. He rarely risked it unless his father was away from the house, but tonight he would go, and get away from this bewildering atmosphere of hostility.


A beetle the size of a walnut came blundering in through a gap in the screen and droned around the room until it collided with the dresser and clattered to the floor, its legs indignantly groping the air. Frank wondered if he dare go to the rescue of the struggling insect, and was grateful when his father did so, getting up and brushing the beetle into an empty water glass. Mr Gray walked over to the screen door and released the creature into the dark garden, then returned to the table.


‘Your mother has been a little … unwell of late,’ he said.


‘Mama is ill?’


‘No, not ill.’ Mr Gray frowned, reconsidering his words. In the light of the oil lamp he suddenly looked elderly. ‘No, that’s not quite right. She is disappointed, Francis, to tell you the truth.’


His father was not given to confidences, and Frank did not want him to go on, but he seemed resolved to do so.


‘She has not quite settled in Bangalore. She finds the city … oppressive.’ Mr Gray cleared his throat. ‘I wish you to understand this, Francis, so that you don’t … think badly of her during this rather difficult time.’


Frank decided to risk the question that had been hovering at the back of his mind since he had heard his mother singing in the night-time garden.


‘Does she want to return to England, Father?’


Mr Gray stared at him, caught off guard by the acuteness of the question.


‘We did consider it, Francis. But my promotion, you see. One must take these opportunities in life.’


England? Frank had never been to England. He had seen pictures of cathedrals under grey skies, sluggish rivers with willows on the banks, stone castles and thatched cottages. He had heard a lot about drizzle and cold. But he knew too that England was the seat of raw power, and that its northern magic was every bit as potent as India’s heat and mystery. He even knew that, somehow, one depended on the other. But to go there? To live? The thought was alien and terrifying, and yet his sense of adventure was stirred, and he felt a flicker of regret that so daring a scheme seemed to have died so meekly.


‘Everything will be well, Francis,’ Mr Gray said in a gentler voice, and in what was for him a gesture of some intimacy, he touched Frank’s shoulder. ‘You’ll see.’
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The locomotive’s brakes shrieked like a fanfare of pagan trumpets, and in an instant steam and thunder filled the cavern of Bangalore City Station. With a final explosive exhalation the engine halted before them. Further down the train doors flew open and the wagons were engulfed in a flood of porters, food sellers, and third-class passengers climbing onto the carriage roofs with their bundles and sacks. Families clamoured to meet relatives and passengers threw down crates of live chickens, rolled sleeping mats, sacks of vegetables.


Gifford tugged at his father’s hands and strained towards the locomotive.


‘Steady on, old lad.’ Mr Gray made a play of holding his straw hat on his head and let Gifford tow him along. ‘Steady on, there.’


Gifford would be forgiven any excess of enthusiasm today, for it was his tenth birthday. As usual he’d shown no interest in party games with the neighbours’ children nor ices on the bungalow lawn. All Gifford wanted – all he ever wanted – was to see the great engines, to be close to the massive intricacy of bolts, wheels, couplings. Gifford’s fascination with how things worked was legendary. Items of household equipment had to be kept safe from him, or he would dismantle them to see how they functioned. The portable ice chest in the kitchen had fallen victim to his researches, and the aerated gas siphon. The ormolu mantel clock, a favourite of Mr Gray’s, had run slow since Gifford had taken it apart while no one was watching him.


Mechanical mysteries didn’t move Frank as they did his younger brother; but just the same he was happy to be at Bangalore City today. It lifted his spirit to see the Mysore State Railway locomotives thumping in from Tumku or the local trains from Cantonment Station just across the city. He liked to see the long distance cars of the South Indian Railway pulling in from as far away as Madras or Pondicherry on the other side of the subcontinent. He loved the romance of it, their liveries of royal blue, emerald and scarlet blazing in the sun. Their very names stirred him: Deccan Queen, Iron Duke, Southern Star.


His father had last brought him to the railway only two weeks ago. Then their visit had not been to the thronged passenger platforms but to the Dearborn & Company warehouse beside the dusty acres of marshalling yards nearly a mile away, where teams of sweating native labourers toiled among the freight cars. Here the brickwork was coal blackened and the stubby shunting engines far from magnificent. Nevertheless, Frank had loved the bustle of the place. He liked to eavesdrop on the labourers’ bawdy chatter in the language of Karnataka, which his mother called Kanarese in the European fashion, but which he knew as Kannada. He liked to see the shunting engines chuff and clank as they nudged the wagons into order, making up the freight trains which would carry British manufactures up country, and haul Indian produce – raw cotton, rice, and tea – down to the distant ports. He liked it because he could sense that it was here, amid the steam and the sweat, that the pulse of the Empire beat.


On that day they called in to the office above the warehouse, where Frank was introduced to the awesome Mr Furneaux, down from the company’s city centre headquarters. Frank hadn’t taken to Mr Furneaux, an austere man of fifty who wore a long dark coat despite the heat. Frank had recognised the need to be respectful to his father’s new chief, but he didn’t really see why his father should have a chief; he’d never had one in Peshawar. Mr Furneaux had insisted on putting a company driver and gig at their disposal, but this was not courtesy. It would never do, Mr Furneaux had said disapprovingly, for his deputy manager to be seen on foot. Frank was glad when he and his father could escape Mr Furneaux’s gloomy office into the glaring heat of the day, and he guessed his father was as relieved as he was.


Mr Gray had shown him round the huge warehouses, cathedral spaces piled with sacks and smelling of spice and tea and hot dust. Then the repair shops where teams of workers laboured in a feverish clamour on trucks and locomotives and tenders, hammering, bolting, welding. They had spent an idle few minutes watching a new steam crane swinging merchandise off the flatcars.


‘Do you know what’s in those crates, Francis?’ Mr Gray had asked. He stepped forward and thumped each crate in turn, an unusually extravagant gesture for him. ‘Engine parts. Finished textiles. Jigs and tools. Everything from cutlery to canned fish. Yes! But more even than that. There’s industry in these crates, Francis. There’s prosperity. There’s the future – our future.’


He was rarely so demonstrative, and it came to Frank that his father was an important man at last, and that being the son of an important man was not unpleasant. His father’s promotion – late though it was – had dramatically raised the family’s status, and now this huge and sprawling city was exploding Frank’s own horizons. He sometimes missed the wildness of the north, but he could sense all around him a greater world opening.


Someone jostled him and Frank came back to the present. On the platform Gifford was still dragging Mr Gray towards the Bangalore Mail, a scarlet dragon crouching before him in wreaths of its own steam. A tall Sikh engineer in a blue turban was checking the locomotive’s wheels as they approached, tapping each steel spoke with a hammer so that the metal sang. Steam escaped from the black recesses beneath the engine and engulfed the Sikh but he went about his work with the solemnity of a priest conducting a rite. Gifford broke free and ran so that the engineer had to drop his hammer and his dignity to catch him before he reached the wheels. The Sikh lifted the boy easily onto his hip.


‘You like our engine, young sahib?’


‘Yes! Yes!’


‘We are also excessively fond of her. We call her the Maharani. Do you see the nameplate? She is an F Class 0-6-0 tank engine—’


‘I know. Built by Dübs & Co. of Glasgow.’


‘Correct!’ The Sikh laughed in delight. ‘A fine locomotive, and soon we will be building them here in India.’


Mr Gray came hurrying up. ‘Gifford, let the gentleman get on with his business.’


But the engineer was enjoying his new role as guardian of the shrine. ‘Perhaps the young sahib would like to blow the whistle?’


Mr Gray contrived to look awed. ‘Is such a thing permitted?’


‘Assuredly. I myself shall speak to the driver.’


‘Gifford will be your friend for life.’


The engineer rocked his head. ‘If only all friendship were as easy to win, sahib.’ Gifford was already squirming in the Sikh’s grip, straining towards the cab and the promised whistle. Laughing, the man carried him up onto the footplate. He spoke to a stout and sweating white man in braces and smut-blackened shirt. The man listened to the Sikh’s explanation, glanced at Mr Gray through the steam and touched his cap. In a moment Gifford was borne high into the dim inner recesses of the cab, and Frank could see him pointing at gauges and dials and firing his endless questions at the two men.


Distracted, Frank did not at once notice that a tall young man had moved up to stand beside his father.


‘Gray, is it?’


Frank looked up at the newcomer and saw his father do the same. The man was very tanned and wore a slouch hat with a leopard-skin band and a dusty khaki bush jacket. Behind him Frank glimpsed the porter who carried his luggage, a battered leather Gladstone bag, two hunting rifles in canvas cases, bandoliers of ammunition glinting like doubloons in the sun.


‘I’m right, aren’t I? You’re Gray, the new Dearborns chap? I should have smoked you out long since.’ The young man thrust out one lean brown hand. ‘I’m Stokes. Assistant Collector. Sorry about the casual rig. Just got in from up-country.’


‘Mr Stokes. Of course.’ Frank’s father took the offered hand and squared his shoulders a little.


Mr Stokes looked down at Frank and pulled a doleful face. His hazel eyes were alive with humour. ‘You see how it is, young feller? Chaps like me are supposed to be here supporting your Papa’s efforts, doing our bit, earning our keep, but we’re so infernally lazy that we spend all our time hunting and take weeks even to introduce ourselves.’


He rested one hand on Frank’s shoulder and turned his searchlight attention back to Mr Gray. Frank could tell that his father was flattered that Mr Stokes had recognised him. Frank felt flattered too, by the sheer fact of this man’s attention, by the broad hand still resting on his shoulder. There was something both generous and imperious about young Mr Stokes, with his fine moustache and his big laughing voice, like some dashing medieval monarch jesting with his men-at-arms.


‘Somebody said you were ten years up at Peshawar,’ Stokes was saying. ‘Could it really be that long?’


‘Over twelve, in point of fact.’


‘No! Twelve years! Still, they tell me the cricket’s pretty good up there.’


‘Yes,’ Mr Gray agreed, ‘and the jackal hunts.’


Frank could not decide if they were joking. His father was extremely bad at cricket and avoided it whenever he could. The Peshawar jackal hunts were the worst form of adolescent mounted mayhem and Mr Gray would never have dreamed of taking part. The two men seemed to be using some sort of recognition code to establish whether they were actually on the same side.


It seemed that they were, for suddenly Mr Stokes’s laughter boomed out. ‘All I can say is, Gray, you commercial chaps are worth your money! You’ll be a breath of fresh air here, you and your fine young family. And, good heavens, we need it. You wouldn’t believe the stuffiness! I won’t be able to get you into the Bangalore Club just yet, I’m embarrassed to say. The usual nonsense about box wallahs.’


Frank glanced quickly at his father. Mr Gray hated to be called a box wallah, the derisory term for anyone in commerce: it referred to the native traders who went from house to house selling cloth or fake antiques from tin trunks strapped to their bicycles. But Mr Stokes voiced the phrase in such a way that it ridiculed only the people who used it.


‘Fellows in commerce aren’t good enough for the membership committee, apparently,’ he said. ‘As if commerce isn’t what it’s all about. One tries to change things, but progress here can be pretty glacial, despite the climate. Need to shift a few of the Old Guard out of the way. Meanwhile, we new boys need to stick together.’


‘To be honest, Stokes, I’m not much of a club man.’


‘Quite. Dreadful bore most of the time. However there is a rather good Saturday Club, and that is fun. Tennis, curry mornings, billiards, decent library. Best of all, a good bar. I’m a member myself, and I’d be happy to propose you.’


‘That’s kind of you.’


‘Not a bit of it. The ladies always enjoy the Saturday Club, which is another advantage.’ Stokes paused, dropped his voice a little. ‘Moving’s always worse for the memsahibs, I think. Takes a bit of adjustment.’ He leaned forward and clapped Mr Gray companionably on the arm. ‘You and Mrs Gray must come and join Patricia and me for a couple of pegs and a bite to eat. She’d love to see you both. Starved for civilised company, with only me to talk to.’ Stokes made a fist, a gesture of solidarity. ‘Stick together. That’s the ticket.’


He ruffled Frank’s hair and then he was gone, raising one hand over his shoulder in farewell, his straight back cruising through the throng, a foot above everyone else. Mr Gray stood watching him go, and Frank saw on his father’s lined face an expression of profound relief, as if a burden had been lifted.


They both started as the locomotive’s whistle blew with a shattering scream. Through the iron window of the cab Frank could see Gifford shrieking with silent delight against the din and tugging again and again on the valve release.
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The servants had already cleared away the remains of dinner, and his mother had left to read Gifford a bedtime story. Frank was on the point of asking to be excused from the table, and, expecting his ritual request to be granted as it always was, he had started to rise.


‘So, Francis, what did you think of our Mr Stokes?’


Frank sat down again.


‘I liked him, Father.’


‘I liked him, too.’ Mr Gray sat back in his dining chair and, as if casually, drew an envelope from his jacket pocket. He placed it on the table beside his cheese plate and rested his hand on it. ‘In point of fact, I asked a few questions about our Mr Stokes. It seems he is quite a celebrity in Bangalore.’


Frank could hear the distant murmur of his mother’s voice drifting from the bedroom. Outside, beyond the opal rectangle of the French doors, zithering cicadas were fading in the deepening blue evening. It was time for his lesson, but it seemed that Mr Gray was in no hurry to fetch the leather bag in which he kept his books.


‘The Heaven Born,’ his father said, and his eyes twinkled. ‘That’s what they call the Indian Civil Service. They get a good deal of stick, but there’s barely one thousand of them to run a continent of four hundred millions. Most of them are only young chaps like Stokes. Pretty impressive, I think you’d agree.’


Frank was embarrassed that his father had so clearly read his fascination. But it was true enough. He had not been able to get Mr Stokes out of his mind all day. He had even caught himself practising the young man’s urgent but loose-limbed stride, and the louche way he wore his jacket so that it fell open across his body.


Mr Gray said, ‘I’ll tell you what I learned about that young gentleman, shall I, Francis? He took a First in Classics from Balliol. He’s already had a number of postings in various places way out in the mofussil. In Bengal he apparently hunted down a gang of dacoits and personally shot their leader dead. They say he speaks three native languages fluently, and has explored parts of the mountain country near the border with Bhutan where they’d never seen a white man.’ He gave Frank a solemn look. ‘That was in his spare time, presumably.’


Despite the irony, Frank could believe all this and more of Mr Stokes. But he could not understand why his father was painting this picture for him. Perhaps he was being teased. Perhaps Mr Gray, in his measured way, was about to demonstrate that Frank’s new idol had feet of clay. Frank hoped not.


‘I can tell you something else about him, too,’ Mr Gray went on. ‘By the time he’s forty our Mr Stokes will be Collector somewhere, or perhaps he’ll be recruited into the Indian Political Service and become British Resident in one of the princely states. He’ll be a big man, with the authority of a king. Power over life and death, the last word in law. Think of that, Francis: to bring education, public works, railways, trade, justice, to thousands of poor people. Millions. Don’t you agree that would be a goal worth striving for?’


‘Yes, Father,’ Frank said, cautiously.


‘It could be your goal, too.’


Frank stared at him.


‘I don’t like to blow my own trumpet,’ Mr Gray said, ‘but I think I have done tolerably well, given my lack of a proper education. I should like to see how far you could go if you had some.’ He got up and crossed to the sideboard and, unusually at this time of the evening, poured himself a whisky. He filled up the glass with soda, brought the drink back to the table and sat down again. ‘My family did not support me, Francis. They were quite humble people and felt that I had ideas above my station in life.’ He gave Frank an oddly twisted smile. ‘But they were right. I did seek something more from life. Not just for myself, do you see? For my children. For you and for Gifford. And now that we are on a rather firmer financial footing at last …’


Mr Gray picked up the letter beside his plate and tapped the stiff paper against his thumbnail. Frank saw that the envelope had already been opened, and that it bore a British stamp with the Queen’s head and a wavy postmark over it.


Mr Gray spoke in something of a rush. ‘Francis, I have arranged a place for you as a boarder at Napier College. Napier is a private academy in Warwickshire. In England.’


Frank said, ‘We’re going to England?’


‘No. You will go alone. Dearborn & Company has no position for me in England. And without a position, I cannot afford …’ He sounded suddenly testy, and took a sip of his whisky as if to put a stop to that line of talk. ‘You will start at Napier in September.’


Frank was too stunned to work out exactly how long that was. All he could think of was that his birthday was in September. Was it three or four months away? That seemed suddenly very soon.


‘Naturally, this will be strange for you at first. And your mother and I … will miss you very much.’ Mr Gray lifted his whisky to his lips again, this time so abruptly that he spilled a few drops. He set the glass down again and made some play with his handkerchief, wiping up the spilled drops, before continuing in a curiously high voice. ‘With your natural gifts, Francis, and such an education, there is nothing to which you may not aspire. Nothing. And it would make me proud indeed to see how far …’


Mr Gray turned away and stared into the corner of the room.


Frank said, ‘Did Mr Stokes attend Napier College, Father?’


Mr Gray gave a little grunt of laughter and looked back at him, his eyes shining. ‘I’m afraid I don’t know where Mr Stokes attended school, Francis. But if you wished for a hero, that young man is perhaps the very type of Englishman you might choose to emulate.’




5


Moonlight fell in strips through the blinds and across the cone of Gifford’s net-shrouded bed on the other side of the room. A rat scampered in the rafters above. Frank glimpsed it flitting like a shadow and in a second heard the tiny twitter of its young in the nest which he had found at the back of the wardrobe. He knew the rat, though he had not given it a name, and tonight he had left a fragment of biscuit for it on his bedside table. He waited a moment and the rat materialised there as if by magic, six inches from his face, and sat watching him with jet eyes while it ate, holding the biscuit between pale forepaws.


Frank wondered if they had rats in Napier College. From what he had heard, it didn’t seem likely that such unorthodoxy would be tolerated there. In all probability Napier’s own peculiarities would be nothing like as entertaining as half-tame rats. Frank had read about English schools with their discipline, their chill dormitories and rough blankets. He wasn’t sure all of this was true, but in any case he wasn’t worried by the prospect of physical hardship. In fact he relished it. He enjoyed the heady sensation that he had been selected for an elite, like some Spartan youth marked out as a future champion. If his training were rigorous, that was only as it should be, and he sensed he was equal to it.


In his mind’s eye Frank saw athletic Mr Stokes again, easy and powerful in his dusty bush jacket, his rifles in their canvas sheaths and his ammunition winking in the sun. The Heaven Born. To wield authority, stern but righteous, from a vast cool office in Government House. Or to sit at the side of some venal native maharajah, and to champion British justice for the poor and the downtrodden. And, when duty permitted, to hunt and explore, to travel and learn, to sit down with holy men and speak to them in their own tongue, and to listen gravely to their counsels.


Yes, surely, this was his path.


Outside in the bushes he heard a night bird hoot. The rat, sensing Frank’s sudden alertness, was gone in a blink. Frank rolled his head on his pillow and listened. The hoot came again. He had not expected Javed to come tonight, but what better night? He knew he would not sleep, and this news was too big to keep to himself.


He slid out from beneath the mosquito net and pulled on his clothes, stepped softly to the door and out into the corridor. The boards were warm against his bare feet.


A rattan screen separated the passage from the dining room. He realised that, despite the hour, his parents were still up, talking. Frank could see the gleam of light through the screen and caught the murmur of their voices. He could tell they were seated at the card table near the screened double doors; if he was careful they would never hear him. He placed his weight with exquisite care, keeping to the edge of the passage where the boards did not creak, and in a moment he was abreast of the doorway into the box room. Three short steps through that room to the window, and he would be over the veranda rail and away into the night. He shifted onto the balls of his feet, his toes gripping the wood.


‘Why must you go?’ his mother burst out.


It froze Frank where he stood, as if the question had been shouted at him.


‘Why can’t you stay with me, Lewis, the one time I ask it?’


Frank dropped his heels and moved a step closer to the rattan screen.


‘Shall I explain it again, Marjorie?’ his father said, and for once did not trouble to disguise his annoyance. ‘The night train arrives in two hours. Half the cargo will be pilfered if I’m not there.’


‘Let Barrett do it. What’s the point of you being deputy manager—’


‘Barrett has been taken ill. How many more times? Good Lord.’


‘He’s taken drink, you mean.’


‘The man is ill, Marjorie.’


‘And am I not ill?’


‘Marjorie, you are as healthy as a young woman reasonably could be. Perhaps too healthy.’


At this, for some reason Frank did not understand, his mother began to sob openly. At the hopeless sound of it a wave of protectiveness washed through him. Had there been some secret hurt hidden in his father’s words? He could not tell. Certainly he had never heard his father speak so sharply to her. He wondered suddenly if they always wrangled like this when he was not present.


He moved stealthily forward until he could see them, segmented by the chinks in the rattan. As he had guessed they were at the card table, his mother seated but his father on his feet, his case in his hand. An oil lamp stood on the green baize between them and, despite the screen, a swarm of insects swooped around the light. His father’s whole attitude was one of a man at the end of his patience, his lips thinned and hard lines around his eyes and mouth. Frank’s mother sat with her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking. Her hair had come undone and spilled over the graceful curve of her neck.


‘Marjorie,’ Mr Gray chided. ‘The servants. The children.’


She blindly fumbled for a handkerchief but didn’t lift her face.


Mr Gray sighed wearily, and stepped to the door.


‘Lewis?’ She groped out a hand to him and her voice was strangled. ‘Lewis!’


Mr Gray took his linen jacket from the chair and slid open the screen. ‘If we must, Marjorie, we can talk about this further in the morning, though in all conscience I believe we have said all there is to say.’ He turned and went down the steps of the veranda with his back very straight, the screen door banging behind him.


Frank watched his mother as she sat at the table, her handkerchief crushed in her right hand. Her pale face shone with tears and sweat in the hot night but she sat like a statue, staring with despair in her eyes at the door through which her husband had passed.


For a long moment Frank stood undecided. He wanted to escape and he resented her for holding him back with her messy emotions. The box room door stood open beside him, and in a second he could be gone, and no one any the wiser. He pivoted silently towards the open window and the jasmine scented night. But then he remembered how he had found her singing to the moon, and he pushed aside the rattan screen and walked across the room to his mother.


She looked up, startled, and then turned her face quickly away and fussed with her handkerchief. ‘Frank, go back to bed.’


‘Why are you crying?’


‘It doesn’t matter. Go to bed.’


‘I’ll stay with you.’ He pulled up the chair opposite her and sat down stiffly. ‘Father couldn’t. So I will.’


‘I don’t want you to.’


‘We could play cards.’


‘No. Please. Go to bed.’


‘Are you angry with me?’


‘No, Frank. No.’ She started to cry again. ‘Not with you.’


‘With Father, then? Has Father done something wrong?’


She put her head in her hands. ‘Oh, God, Frank. Not your father either. Your papa’s too good a man by half. If he’s done anything wrong it’s only because he’s too good. Too gentle. If he’d stood up for himself more, maybe he might have had a post in England and we could all have gone back together.’


Her voice collapsed into incoherence and for a few moments she sobbed helplessly. Frank stretched out one hand and touched her shoulder. The material of her dress was hot. She threw back her hair and lifted her streaked face to him.


‘Dear Frank. You really are my protector.’ She rested her hand over his; her skin was warm and moist.


‘I promised,’ he said.


‘And you don’t break your promises, do you?’


‘No.’


‘No, of course you don’t.’ She took a deep breath and sat up a little. ‘Who was calling earlier? The owl that wasn’t an owl?’


‘Javed.’ He knew there was no point in lying to her.


‘Go with him then. I won’t tell.’


‘He’ll be gone by now.’


‘Then go after him.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘Go on. You can catch him.’


‘I won’t leave you.’


She gave him a mock imperious look. ‘You promised to obey my every command.’


Frank wasn’t sure he had promised any such thing, but he found that he could not contradict her. She leaned close to him, urgently.


‘Frank, Frank. The best you can do for me tonight is to leave me. I have been … foolish, you see. And I need a little time alone to put right my own mistakes.’


‘What mistakes?’


‘You wouldn’t understand.’ She dropped his hand and patted it smartly. ‘Now go. That’s my command, Sir Knight. Do as I bid thee.’ She gave him a lopsided smile.


He got reluctantly to his feet.


At the screen he stopped and looked back. She was sitting in the lamplight, her face pale and her hair disordered. She was, Frank thought, more beautiful than anyone he had ever seen. He let himself out through the screen door and ran into the velvet night, down the garden path and away into the black street.


He ran through the shadows of the jacaranda trees until he left the last of the bungalows behind him, and ran on through twisting alleys and backstreets towards the outskirts of the old city. As he ran he breathed the smells of orange blossom and jasmine and rotting refuse and the dank savour of the coming monsoon. And in his mind he saw his mother’s face, pale as stone, glistening in the lamplight, with despair in her eyes.
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Frank crouched beside Javed in the ruins of the old temple to Vishnu, squatting on his haunches native style, catching his breath. The fallen columns, their intricate and erotic carvings lit blue in the moonlight, lay half-smothered by scrub on the slope which led up to the railway embankment. Above them the struts of the water tower stood against the sky.


From here the vastness of the native town lay spread out below like an upturned jewel box, the small lights of stalls, workshops, and cooking fires mirroring the starred sky. Not a mile below them glittered Cantonment Station, and further to the west City Station where Frank, with his important father and with Gifford, had been a visitor just a day or two ago. North of the railway he could just see the lights of the British cavalry lines and of the infantry barracks, trembling in neat grids.


‘I thought you were not coming,’ Javed said.


‘I’m here now.’


Javed turned his large grave eyes on him. ‘Something is wrong?’


Frank waited, his breathing coming more slowly now. He could feel his friend’s gaze upon him. ‘I have news.’


Javed nodded solemnly. ‘They are sending you to England.’


Frank said nothing. He had long ago learned not to be surprised at the wildfire spread of information here. Nothing could be kept from the servants, and Javed would have heard from a cousin or an aunt or a half-brother who had some connection with the Gray household. It was even possible that Javed had heard his news before he had.


‘Now you are eager to leave us,’ Javed said.


‘No.’


‘You want to leave,’ Javed repeated, and nodded again. ‘Of course. You will go to England and become a great lord, and forget about us.’


‘I’ll come back one day.’


‘You will not want to know us then. You will be a master, and we will be your servants.’


‘No,’ Frank said, but he was ashamed.


Javed rose to his feet and put out a hand to pull Frank to his feet. ‘Come, master. Your subjects are waiting for you.’


Frank climbed the dusty hillock behind his friend, confused and unhappy. He followed Javed as he ducked under the girders of the water tower, and looked around the circle of faces. In the starlight he saw half a dozen others he knew: two orphaned brothers who begged and sometimes stole from the visitors in Cubbon Park; a boy who worked as a sweeper outside the Bengaluru Palace; a mute urchin who lived on charity at the Dodda Ganesha temple in exchange for running errands for the monks. And Ashok, on his feet in the centre of the group. Frank didn’t like Ashok, a light-skinned boy a year or two older than himself. Ashok’s uncle was a steward in the officers’ mess of the 4th Hussars. On the strength of this, and rumours that his natural father had been an English grenadier, Ashok carried himself with an insufferable air of superiority.


The iron skeleton which supported the water tower was lit by a liquid flash of lightning, and a second later came the crack of thunder. Ashok was in the middle of expounding one of his grandiose schemes. Javed looked at Frank again, and grinned. They had all heard the older boy sounding off before, and normally Frank and Javed teamed up to mock him. But Frank was not in the mood for mockery and kept his eyes averted.


‘They bring up all kinds of stuff from Madras to Cantonment on their trains,’ Ashok was saying. ‘Food, wine, clothes – all the officers’ things. Gold and silver and money.’


Frank began to pay attention. Perhaps this was the very train his father had spoken of, and thinking of this reminded him of his parents’ argument and darkened his mood. It came to him that he should not have left the house. He did not know why, but he knew he should not have left home tonight.


Javed spat in the dust. ‘You’re an idiot, Ashok. Do you think the English leave their money lying around for street urchins to pick up? Besides, the rain’s coming and we’ll be washed off like spiders down a gutter.’


‘Stay here then,’ Ashok said with disdain, ‘if you haven’t got the balls.’


‘At least I’ve got brains.’


Abruptly Frank came to a decision. He touched Javed’s arm. ‘I have to go home.’


‘What?’ Javed looked at him, distracted from his fencing with Ashok.


Frank got to his feet. ‘I should never have come.’


‘What’s the matter, English?’ Ashok jeered. ‘Running away already? Are you scared too?’


Frank stared silently at him. Did he know, too? Perhaps they all knew.


Ashok sensed some weakness in Frank’s hesitation. He said, ‘I saw your father tonight, English. He was walking like this.’ Ashok paced around, head down, lugubriously long-faced, a clever and cruel caricature. Somebody laughed, then stopped abruptly. Ashok stood in front of Frank. ‘He’s such a great and important sahib now. Soon it will be your turn. Already you’re too good for us natives.’


Frank stood in silence, knowing the whole group was watching to see how he would react. They could all hear the locomotive in the distance, beginning to thud its way up the incline towards them.


‘Come, then,’ Ashok said, grandly, knowing he had won.
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Frank edged out onto the gantry. The iron, ridged with rust, was cold against his fingers. His inching hands dislodged dust and bird droppings from the girder above him. Through the lattice of struts he could see the purple sky and in the far distance the black humps of the Nandi Hills, lit silver every few seconds by flickering lightning. Sweat was running down his face and back and he could hear his own breathing, and that of Ashok ahead of him, and Javed behind. Three hundred yards away the locomotive’s headlight threw a fan of yellow up the sides of the cutting and dark creatures skittered in the beam. The swaying carriages came on very slowly, each concussion of the pistons spurting white steam up into the night. Rain began to fall, a few fat drops at first, slapping warm as blood against Frank’s back. In the long glare of lightning he caught an image of the three of them, clinging like monkeys.


The din swelled until it was enormous. It hurt Frank’s ears but he could not take his hands from the iron to blot out the noise. The train came on faster than he could have imagined. In a single instant the rain fell in a hissing slab, and hot steam burst up from below and turned the world white and he tasted soot and smoke. He glimpsed the iron roof of the cab moving past his feet, and the driver in his blue cap and the fireman in his sweat-stained turban, and the half-empty coal truck, and then the sloping roofs of wooden carriages, as if he were seeing it all through storm clouds, from a balloon. He steeled himself and then let go and dropped into this white roaring chaos, dimly aware of the other two falling close to him. The roof of the wagon rushed up and hit him hard, and he lay winded. He rolled on the curved surface until he collided with a metal pot of some kind and clutched his arm convulsively around it. He smelled tobacco smoke over the reek of coal, which puzzled him. The car swayed beneath him and couplings clanked.


The rain hosed down on them and soot blew back from the engine as it gathered speed on the incline. The fringes of the town began to rattle past – low huts, overflowing gutters, a white cow in an alleyway hock deep in mud. Frank saw Ashok swing himself over the edge of the roof and when Frank looked down he saw him on the iron brake platform at the end of the car. Frank followed and Javed landed behind him and the three of them crowded onto the little platform, gripping the cold railing. Built into the end of the wagon was a wooden door on runners and Ashok was already rattling boldly at it.


The door slid open with a crash and a great gout of light splashed out over them. A sergeant in a kilt and khaki tunic filled the square of the doorway. He stared at them like a bewildered bull. Behind the hairy columns of his legs, Frank glimpsed rows of solid men in khaki, all of them kilted, swaying on wooden benches, sleeping, playing cards, smoking. Coils of smoke rose up towards the ventilator. Heads turned towards them down the length of the carriage.


‘Thieving, are ye?’ the sergeant bellowed. ‘Thieving wee beggars, are ye?’


Javed dived like a fish over the rail and into the night.


‘By the sahib’s good grace,’ Ashok pleaded in English, his voice cracking, ‘they made me—’


Frank seized the older boy around the waist and thrust him out through the gap in the rail so that the two of them plunged out into the darkness. He had a confused impression of the soldier roaring with laughter behind him and then the gravel of the track bed ripped at his knees and elbows and he heard Ashok yelp, and they rolled down an embankment into sodden undergrowth and lay still. The train clattered on past them and away.


Frank got gingerly to his feet. His knees were numb. He ran his hands down his legs in the darkness and could feel shreds of skin and lumps of gravel embedded in his flesh. He saw the train rocking away towards the city, a python of lit windows. The warm rain sluiced over him. Javed slid down beside him in a clatter of stones, his torn clothes plastered to him. Ashok crawled out of the undergrowth, whimpering. The sight of him made Frank angry and he kicked the older boy in the ribs, not very gently. Ashok rolled over and sat, hugging his knees, rocking himself.


‘They made me?’ Frank mimicked and kicked him again.


Ashok blubbered for a while and then got unsteadily to his feet, smearing the back of his hand across his face. ‘You all think you’re God’s chosen ones.’ He pushed his slimy face at Frank. ‘You speak our language and you copy our customs, and you think you’re one of us. But it takes more than that, English.’ A bubble of mucus grew from one of his nostrils.


Frank felt a great and malicious urge to drive his fist into the boy’s face and kick him a couple more times, but instead he turned and walked away along the track. His knees were stinging now and he felt a little sick. He heard Javed come running up behind him.


‘I know what you people are like under their fine uniforms!’ Ashok shouted after them. ‘I’ve seen them, coming out of the Officers’ Mess, our imperial masters! Drunk and spewing and falling in the gutter! They’re filth! Filth! You hear me? You’re all filth!’


Frank stumped on, his head down.


Ashok screamed, ‘Ask your mother if you don’t believe me! Ask the Memsahib Gray, who’s so fine and so pure!’


Frank stopped and slowly turned.


‘I saw your father tonight, English!’ Ashok jeered. ‘But that wasn’t all I saw!’


Frank took a couple of sprinting steps towards him, but Ashok vanished into the bushes like a deer and in a moment they heard him clattering away among the stones at the top of the embankment.


‘We’ll go to my grandmother’s,’ Javed said, taking Frank’s arm. ‘She’ll feed us.’


Frank pulled away. ‘I have to go.’




8


The horse shied as Frank limped around the corner of the alley at the back of his parents’ bungalow. It was a fine horse, a big grey Waler, well cared for and glossy in the starlight. An elderly Indian groom was holding its head, standing under the shelter of the overhanging roofs. A cavalryman’s horse. A hussar’s horse. The animal stamped and turned his head and looked at Frank with his dark intelligent eye, and settled again as the groom clucked to it. The old man’s face filled with alarm as he saw Frank and he glanced nervously towards the bungalow.


Frank ran past him, hearing the man call out after him. The mud of the street squeezed up through his bare toes. The house remained silent under the dripping black trees. He stopped. He could see the glow of the lamp through the screen door. The screen itself was slightly ajar. He took a few steps forward. For a second he thought he could hear voices, raised voices, but over the noise of trickling water in the drains he could not be sure. Then he saw the muddy prints on the veranda steps, and he began to run again, as fast as his grazed legs would let him, down the length of the path and up the steps, barging in through the screen.


The lamp was burning on the green baize as before, the halo of insects pinging against the glass chimney, but the room was empty. Frank stood there panting, with sweat and rainwater and blood running off him and pooling on the floor at his feet. A belt was slung over the back of the chair, a cross strap in dark polished leather, brass military buckles bearing regimental insignia which he did not recognise, and the butt of a gigantic revolver visible beneath a holster flap. Frank could read the maker’s name and the weapon’s model stamped in the steel: Webley Mk I. An officer’s sidearm.


His mother screamed from the bedroom. There was a sharp crack and she screamed again, and a man’s voice rose in the night.


‘I’ve done this for you! Do you understand? For you! And you’re coming with me, damn you!’


‘Jack, you know I can’t!’ Her voice rose to a shriek. ‘No! Please, please!’


Another slap and another cry and the man backed into the room where Frank stood. Frank caught a glimpse of a khaki tunic, pips on shoulder, yellow piping down a blue trouser leg. He saw his mother dragged by the hair and by shreds of a torn nightgown. He glimpsed her face, wet and bleeding from nose and mouth, saw the delicate bones of her bare shoulder as she struggled and the roll of one exposed breast and the shocking eye of a dark brown nipple, and he saw the man’s hand raised for another blow.


Frank tore back the flap of the holster and wrenched at the pistol. The belt snagged and brought the flimsy table crashing down onto the floor, lamp and all, so that the room was suddenly plunged into darkness and in that darkness his mother screamed again. He could not free the cumbersome weapon but he got his hand under the leather flap and lifted pistol and holster towards the ceiling and dragged at the trigger. The detonation seemed to flatten the house. The recoil wrenched the pistol violently in his grip and Frank felt a blinding pain in his wrist and then a sick numbness. The leather holster whirled away from him, propelled by the blast, and as it spun the buckle cracked against the side of his head. Pieces of plaster and tile pattered down from the ceiling. As his ears cleared Frank heard his mother shrieking and he could see her pale shape crawling on all fours and the dark bulk of the man turned towards him, every movement fuddled and confused. Frank looked down and saw the pistol, free of its holster now, hanging uselessly from his right hand and his wrist was the wrong shape and he knew this meant it was broken. Lamp oil was burning on the floor behind him with a bluish light which sent shadows looming around the room. Frank could not see the officer’s face: he had an impression of contortion, of bared teeth under a wide moustache. The man cursed, and took a lurching step across the room towards him.


‘Jack!’ Frank’s mother clutched at the man’s leg. ‘Jack, please!’


The man swore again, turned, and drove his boot into her stomach. She grunted as the air went out of her, gargled a little, and fell silent. Her attacker took two steps towards Frank, who lifted the dangling revolver with his good hand, cocked it with his right forearm, and shot him.


The officer stood swaying in the flickering room, put his hand to his side and looked at it, bewildered. The hand glinted scarlet. He stepped forward, struck the pistol out of Frank’s grip and hit him backhanded across the side of the head. His fist felt like a wooden club.


Frank felt the warm boards against his cheek and somewhere close was the blue flutter of burning lamp oil and he could smell the crackle and stink of the smouldering dhurrie rug. He tried to sit up and a bolt of pain shot up his arm from his broken wrist. He whimpered, curled on the floor, rocking himself, clutching his arm to him.


He opened his eyes and saw the revolver. It lay disregarded on the floor not three feet from him. He reached for it, felt the cold steel under his fingers. Something slipped in his mind then and he thought minutes had passed, but it must only have been seconds, for when he came to himself he found the gun was in his left hand and the officer was still in the room, lurching unsteadily towards the door.


The man was out onto the veranda now and moving down the steps. Frank got to his feet, the pistol heavy in his hand, and followed him. He knew clearly now what he was going to do, and struggled against the agony in his right wrist, fighting to drag the heavy hammer back. By the time he got to the top of the veranda steps the man had made a dozen paces and was near the gate, still on his feet but blundering from side to side against the wet bushes. Frank heard running steps and hoofbeats as the groom came hurrying up leading the grey horse, shouting. Here and there a light came on in the bungalows nearby and in the servants’ quarters behind them.


The hammer came back and locked and Frank fired, the bullet clanging against the iron gatepost in a fountain of sparks. He walked down the steps onto the path, and this time the hammer clicked back easily. The old groom dodged in through the gate and grabbed the officer and bundled him towards the horse and turned to face Frank, flapping his hands.


‘Young sahib, no. No!’


The officer fell to his knees in the mud beside the horse which nickered nervously. Frank stepped up to the gate and rested the pistol on the gatepost. The old groom made to block his line of fire but then his nerve broke and he moved aside. Raised voices now and lights and running feet. The officer clutched for the stirrup, and the horse jinked sideways, dragging him a few feet so that Frank’s shot kicked up mud and water from the road. The man hauled himself up and into the saddle, groping for the reins. The horse pranced forward, threatening to unseat him, but he was away now, the Waler breaking into an untidy canter. Frank sighted along the barrel and pulled the trigger one last time. The recoil spun the weapon quite out of his numbed hands, but he saw the rider jolt upright in the saddle and slump forwards over the pommel as the horse carried him out of sight.


There was shouting, the banging of doors and shutters. Half-dressed servants came running past Frank towards the house, ignoring him. Their elderly neighbour Mr Pym appeared in a comical nightshirt, his slippered feet sinking in the mud. Frank thought Mr Pym would speak to him, but then one of the servants called from the house, and Mr Pym hurried past him up the path to the door. Frank followed, feeling sick and confused, cradling his injured arm. He wondered where the pistol had fallen. He thought perhaps he ought to go and find it; after all, it wasn’t his. Inside the bungalow he could see yellow flames flickering, and the silhouettes of people stamping them out and red sparks gusting up around them. He supposed the dhurrie must have been burned beyond saving. That rug was a favourite of his father’s and Frank wondered if he would get into trouble when he came home. Had he been responsible for the fire? He thought so. He had pulled the table over, hadn’t he? He tried to remember what else he had done, but the pictures would not settle in his mind.


He reached the top of the steps. Two of the servants had put out the last of the fire, but the room was full of smoke and it was hard to see. He saw his mother, though, stretched on the floor. Someone must have thrown something over her, a red and white flag, apparently, although that didn’t make any sense. Mr Pym was kneeling beside her and the red of the flag had somehow got onto his hands and his comical nightshirt. He turned his white moon face to Frank and his eyes and mouth were slack with horror for a moment before he regained control.


‘Get the boy out!’ Mr Pym bellowed in a voice of command of which Frank had never suspected him capable. ‘Get him out of here at once!’
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Dr Perry closed his leather bag with a snap and stood up. He washed his hands in the basin at the foot of the bed and then dried them and rolled his sleeves down again, slipping silver links through his cuffs with the dexterity of long practice.


‘Right as rain in no time,’ he said to Frank, and when the boy continued to gaze out of the window, the doctor nodded towards his bandaged wrist, where it lay on the counterpane. ‘The hand. Right as rain.’


He waited for Frank to show some reaction, but Frank did not. Dr Perry pulled on his jacket and began clumsily to button it. The sound of his nervous breathing was loud in the room. ‘Francis, your mother … you must not …’


Frank looked at him for the first time, and whatever the doctor saw in his eyes made him pick up his bag and let himself out of the room without another word. Frank heard him walk down the passage and call for his horse without even so much as a word of farewell to Mr Gray or the colonel.


Frank stared through the brilliant square of the window. The mango tree was loud with mynahs. The sun was already high and he could smell the hot dust and the tired scents of bougainvillea. The gardener was chopping listlessly at the weeds, and for a few moments it was almost like any other hot morning in Bangalore.


Except that it was not.


Since dawn people had been coming and going, hurrying, whispering in awed voices. Before that was confusion. He recalled waking in semi-darkness on the living room couch and trying to move his wrist and the shattering pain that caused. He remembered the servants carrying him into his own room and he could remember too his father’s grey and stricken face above him. His father had asked him questions in a gentle voice which kept breaking, and though Frank was sorry for him and wanted to help, he could not seem to answer. He recalled his father patting him reassuringly on the shoulder and ushering people from the room, and then there were hushed conversations, and the wailing of one of the servant women, harshly silenced. He heard vehicles outside in the night, pulling up on the gravel, and men spoke softly and urgently, and he knew they didn’t want him to hear, but he did hear. Bearers edged down the steps with a burden. The carriage’s springs creaked as it took the weight, and then a whispered command and it drove away quickly. It was as if they were anxious to be gone before he could rouse himself and stop them taking her. In the silence that followed he thought he had heard his father weeping. White faced Dr Perry had come into his room then and given him something bitter to drink and the night closed around him like a curtain.


Dawn, and a new sound drifted into his mind. It was Mumtaz scrubbing at the boards of the veranda, sobbing as she did so. He slept fitfully, half-drugged, and came awake again. Now, just under the window, he could hear a horse tossing its head against the flies, making its harness jingle. He knew the horse belonged to Colonel James; in a dream he had heard the colonel introduce himself, and his father’s subdued greeting. Then the colonel and his father had walked away through the house to the study.


Gifford appeared in the doorway. Mumtaz had scrubbed him pink and his fine blond hair shone like gold thread in the light. He clutched in one hand something made of wood and paper, a model bird perhaps. His eyes were wide and fearful.


‘Is it true? About Mama? I didn’t believe it, but—’


‘It’s true, Giff.’


‘I thought it must be. Everyone’s crying.’ Gifford glanced down at his bird and up again. ‘I don’t feel like crying. Why don’t I?’


‘I don’t know, Giff. But it doesn’t matter.’


‘I’m to be taken to the Reverend Talbot’s for the day. They won’t tell me what happened. Do you know?’


But Frank couldn’t face that. ‘Nobody really knows yet, Giff.’


The boy’s sharp eyes flicked down to Frank’s bandaged wrist. ‘Did you do something bad?’


‘Perhaps I did, Giff.’


‘I thought so. I heard a bang. Lots of bangs. Are they going to hang you?’


‘Maybe it would be better if they did.’


Gifford chewed his lip in silence for a few seconds as he considered his brother’s execution. He said, ‘I’ve made a glider. See? It flies.’


Gifford launched the paper craft into the air. It swooped, lifted as it met the draught from the open window, and swept down in a gentle curve to come to rest on the bed next to Frank. They both looked at it.


‘So Mama’s not ever coming back?’ Gifford said.


Frank kept staring at the paper glider on the coverlet. Yes, she was coming back. To the scented garden at night, her hair tumbling over her white shoulder, singing. She would come back to every night-time garden for the rest of his life, wherever there were stars crowding the sky, or he smelled jasmine, or heard a frog drop like a stone into a pool and shiver the silver disc of the moon.


‘Now you’re going to cry.’ Gifford retrieved his model and stroked it solemnly.


Mumtaz returned at that moment. Her eyes were red with weeping. She looked at Frank with a kind of terror, gathered Gifford up in the folds of her sari like a mother hen, and hurried away down the corridor towards the back veranda. Frank lay still, the hard light slicing in blades through the blinds. He felt like a plague victim, untouchable, isolated. His wrist throbbed.


Time passed vacantly, a few minutes or an hour, perhaps. He may have drifted off. At some time he was vaguely aware of a carriage drawing up, and of a brief bustle of activity as Gifford was ushered into it. Then it drew away. When Frank came fully to himself again the house had fallen quiet. For a while there were no new arrivals, until at length a two-horse tonga came clipping along the road at some speed and pulled up outside the gate. Frank heard the vehicle’s springs as the occupant stepped down and spoke curtly to the driver. The newcomer strode quickly along the path and up the steps to the front veranda where Prakash the butler greeted him.


‘Furneaux,’ the man announced. ‘Mr Gray. At once.’


Frank sat up in bed. He heard Mr Furneaux being conducted through the house to his father’s study, his important boots knocking on the boards. Frank swung his feet to the floor. He felt light-headed and he had to hold his injured arm upright against his chest or it thumped like the devil, but soon his strength began to seep back. Down the corridor to the right, in the dining room behind the rattan screen, he could hear Mumtaz weeping again. Frank edged down the passage in the opposite direction. At the end he stepped into the empty guest bedroom, pulling the door to behind him. Glass doors opened onto a small balcony with steps down into the garden. Frank opened the screens and moved out into the blinding morning. He slipped along the side of the house behind a screen of oleanders. The eaves of the bungalow had kept the bushes from last night’s rain and their paper dry leaves crackled beneath his feet.


An air vent opened from his father’s study at just above floor level. Once, returning with Javed, Frank had seen the lights still burning in his father’s room and the tiny grid of radiance which marked the vent. The two boys had crept into the bushes under his father’s window and through the slats of the vent they had watched him working in a halo of lamplight.


Frank squatted in the dust. He hugged his strapped arm close to him. He was sweating and he felt faint, but it was easier now that he could sit still. His view of the room was segmented by the vent, but he could see all three men. His father sat behind his desk, his face colourless. Mr Furneaux occupied the armchair facing the desk, as stern and formal as ever in his dark coat. Colonel James was standing with his back to Frank, his hands clasped behind his blue uniform tunic.


The colonel was speaking, so thickly that his voice reached Frank as a half-understood rumble. ‘… in all my years of soldiering … unspeakable … not one of my officers, thank God …’


‘A cavalry officer.’ Mr Gray spoke vaguely, as if in a dream. ‘My boy said it was a cavalry officer.’


‘Not from the Fourth, sir. Seconded to us. It’s bad enough that we took him on secondment, but I should hand in my papers at once if he were one of mine, I promise you that.’


‘He is a murderer.’ Mr Gray’s voice still had that same unearthly quality. ‘His regiment is of no concern to me.’


The colonel made a grunting sound in his throat, like a man lifting a heavy weight, but he said nothing. Frank saw his hands clench behind his back so that the tendons in his wrists stood out like wires. Across the room Mr Furneaux crossed his legs, ran his fingertip down the crease of his trousers, and said, ‘Murdered,’ as if mulling the word over.


Mr Gray looked at him.


Furneaux met his gaze. ‘We don’t know exactly what happened, Gray. I’m sure you agree that it’s as well to be careful what we say. Your boy witnessed an assault. Disgraceful, of course. Unpardonable. But assault is not murder. And one has to remember the lad was injured, in pain, distressed. He told you he was knocked senseless, is that right?’


‘Momentarily, but he—’


‘We must think calmly, Gray. We must consider the questions which will be raised. By this man’s defence, you understand.’


‘What possible defence could he have?’


‘My dear chap, in law there is always a defence. Innocent until proven guilty, and all the rest of it. To speak plainly, if this were to come to trial, certain arguments would be mounted by his lawyers.’


‘If it were to come to trial?’


‘There would be a well-funded defence, Gray, depend upon that, and a very public one. For an Army officer? Oh, yes. You need to consider what harm that could mean for you and yours.’


Frank’s father pushed his hand across his face. ‘Gentlemen, forgive me. I am all at sea … What more harm could befall us?’


Furneaux let a moment pass. Almost imperceptibly, the architecture of his posture hardened inside his dark clothes. ‘Face facts, Gray. The scoundrel did not arrive at this house with murder in mind. If he had, he would hardly have left his revolver in your living room, buttoned into its holster, while he went to … call on your wife.’


There was a charged silence in the room which Frank did not understand.


Mr Gray uneasily took his eyes from Furneaux’s face. To Colonel James he said, ‘Has he yet been arrested? Charged? Whatever the formalities are?’


‘Not as we speak, sir. Not … officially. Presently he is under guard in the military hospital.’


‘I still can hardly believe that an officer in the British Army could do such a thing. Who is the wretched man?’


Colonel James started to speak and then stopped and cleared his throat noisily.


Mr Gray looked up at him. ‘Well, Colonel?’


‘The damnable thing of it is …’ The colonel swallowed, then squared his shoulders and began again. ‘The fact is, Gray, it would be better if I did not to reveal his identity to you.’


Mr Gray stared at him.


‘It is in everyone’s interests,’ the colonel pushed on, ‘in particular those of your family. Not even Furneaux here has been told the blackguard’s name. Furneaux and I met early this morning, as soon as we heard of this unspeakable thing. And we’ve come to some conclusions.’


‘What conclusions?’


‘We might as well face it,’ Furneaux cut in impatiently. ‘This officer will never be prosecuted.’


‘But … my wife is … dead. My Marjorie has been shot dead. In her own home …’


Furneaux got to his feet and placed his palms on the desk. ‘I don’t need you to remind me that this is a damnable mess, Gray, an appalling mess. For everyone’s sake – and I mean everyone’s – we need to keep our heads clear.’ He stepped back, took out a pigskin cigar case and turned it over in his hands. ‘All other considerations aside, the man has connections. As Colonel James says, even I don’t know who he is and I don’t care to be told. But I can tell you that some people in high places are making noises on his behalf.’


‘Do I understand you?’ Mr Gray looked from one of them to the other. ‘You believe this man could actually escape prosecution? After this?’


‘A prosecution of this officer will benefit no one,’ Furneaux sat down again and crossed his legs, ‘and therefore there will not be one. The matter will be dealt with quietly. No charges will be brought. It’s better all round.’


‘Is it?’ Mr Gray said, his voice trembling. ‘Is it indeed? Well, be very sure that I shall bring charges. For the murder of my wife? Oh, yes, I think I shall bring charges for that.’


Furneaux took a cheroot from the case and tapped it in an irritated fashion on the arm of his chair. ‘Before you do, Gray, think about the position that will put you in. For one thing, think about your wife’s reputation.’


He struck a match and lit his cheroot, blew a smoke cloud towards the ceiling, where the slowly beating punkah flattened it against the plaster. From where he crouched, Frank could see his father’s face, an expression as if he had suddenly heard a gargoyle speak to him. Colonel James’s polished cavalry boots shifted uncomfortably on the boards.


‘Gray, believe me,’ the colonel said, ‘I’d have the scoundrel hanged, and be damned to his connections, but a prosecution won’t do. There would be a scandal to end all scandals. You know India. Tongues would wag.’


‘The truth could hardly hurt my wife, Colonel. Especially not now.’


‘Your wife?’ Furneaux laughed. Frank squinted at him through the slats of the vent, incredulous. But Mr Furneaux had actually laughed, cruelly and aloud.


The colonel said, ‘Furneaux, damn it all.’


‘If you can think of an easy way to do this,’ Furneaux snapped at him, rising to his feet once more, ‘you are welcome to take over. I would appreciate some help in getting across to Gray here just what the implications of this debacle could be. He seems unable to grasp the point.’


In answer Colonel James strode abruptly to the door and wrenched it open, and in a moment Frank heard his heavy footsteps clumping away through the house.


Mr Gray stared at the door until the sound dwindled to nothing. The colonel’s departure seemed to drain the last of the spirit from him and he sagged in his chair.


Furneaux said, ‘Your wife has been on the edge for months. If you didn’t know that, everyone else did. God knows what her state of mind has led her to do.’


‘Led her to do?’


‘Do you imagine this bloody man just happened by last night? Simply saw a light burning and thought he’d take his chance? How likely is that, do you think?’


‘Are you suggesting—’


‘You know what I’m suggesting. I don’t know what in heaven’s name they were thinking of, sending you down here to Bangalore. Don’t they think I have enough problems without a deputy who’s over the hill, with a hysterical wife and a boy who’s virtually gone native?’


Frank’s father stood up, swaying slightly on his feet. ‘I have served this company loyally for nearly thirty years, Mr Furneaux. I trust you to stand by us now.’


‘Perhaps you should look to your own responsibility in all this before you ask Dearborn & Company to dig you out of the mess you’re in. You should have got her out of the country long ago, instead of trying to buy that little savage of yours a place in the English middle classes. If he hadn’t been there last night we wouldn’t be in this position now! Thank God he didn’t kill the man, that’s all I can say.’


‘My son knows right from wrong, at least,’ Mr Gray said. ‘It begins to look as if he’s the only one who does.’


‘Right and wrong?’ Furneaux barked with contempt. ‘And look where that’s got us all. Right and wrong, indeed. God alive! Fourteen years old and he’s waving a revolver around?’


‘My son did his best to …’ Mr Gray’s face creased in disbelief. ‘Are you seriously saying we should hide this crime? A white woman shot down in her own home?’


‘Don’t be a fool, Gray. Obviously there’s no question of hiding it.’ Furneaux paced almost up to the vent and then back again, smoking furiously. ‘Atrocious tragedy. The whole community outraged. An unidentified intruder, no doubt some half-crazed native – a disaffected servant, perhaps. Your wife disturbed him and he attacked her. Yes, that should serve. We may even be able to hang someone for it.’


‘But you can’t …’ The muscles jumped around Mr Gray’s mouth. ‘Francis saw everything.’


‘He saw nothing. He wasn’t even in the house. That way he won’t be questioned.’


‘You want us to lie? About a thing like this?’


Furneaux swung on his heel and pointed with his cheroot. ‘I promise you, Gray, if you don’t do as I say, they’ll crucify you and your son in court. Are you ready for that? Perhaps you don’t care about yourself, but the boy? He may act the tough young beggar now, but do you want to see him dismembered in public on the witness stand? That’ll be a different story, I promise you. And you know what will come out.’


‘The truth. That will come out.’


Furneaux snorted. ‘Well, I hope you’re prepared for that.’


For some reason Frank could not understand, Mr Gray’s face changed. He sat down hard, as if his legs had just failed him, and stared at the wall, as if something ghastly had just appeared in the room.


Furneaux said, ‘Make your travel plans quickly, that’s my advice to you. We’ll take care of the passage home, but after that you’re on your own.’


Mr Gray swallowed. He seemed to have trouble tearing his eyes from whatever spectre it was that had arisen in front of him. ‘You are telling us to leave?’


‘Obviously. You can’t stay in India. We have a position to maintain here. The Army, the company, all of us. The wogs hate us, naturally. There’s nothing they like better than to see us fighting among ourselves.’


Mr Gray said nothing.


Furneaux’s voice rose again. ‘I am not about to see my work here jeopardised because some box wallah from up-country can’t keep his wife and children in order.’


He strode from the room, flicking his still smouldering cheroot into the potted fern beside the door.


Frank slumped back against the wall. He didn’t want to look at his father’s face any more. He heard Furneaux march back through the house and summon his driver, and he heard the tonga clatter away. He felt nauseous, but he forced himself to his feet and began to push through the dry foliage back towards the glass doors of the guest room. He hauled himself up onto the small balcony there, but then could go no further and clung to the rail. His wrist throbbed, each throb an iron nail driven up his arm. The glaring day spun and he retched.


He hardly noticed the horse come jingling around the corner of the house, but when he looked up he found that Colonel James, resplendent in braid and blue, was a few feet from him. The colonel stared hard at Frank, his eyes travelling from his strapped wrist to his face. He reached inside his tunic, pulled out a small white visiting card and a pencil, and scribbled briefly.


‘Take this,’ he said, leaning forward from the saddle with a creak of leather. ‘It’s the address of my house in England. Lord knows when I’ll be back there, but for what it’s worth—’


‘He should be punished for what he did!’ Frank shouted. ‘Why won’t you punish him?’


The muscles tensed in the colonel’s jaw. ‘You don’t want anything from me, boy, I understand that. But take it anyway.’ He walked the horse forward, reached over the balcony rail and tucked the card into the pocket of Frank’s shirt. ‘Blame us, if it helps,’ the colonel said. ‘Blame anyone. But don’t blame yourself. You did your best.’ He touched his cap to Frank with his crop and trotted around the corner of the house and away down the drive.


Frank stayed where he was a few moments longer and then moved unsteadily through the guest bedroom, out into the cool corridor and down to his own room. He stripped off his clothes and got back into bed and lay there panting, his mind swimming with confusion and pain. He was sweating and he was angry and ill, but despite everything it was some comfort to be back between the cool sheets and not to have to move again. He lay very still, only half-conscious. Gradually his nausea retreated and the spiking pain in his wrist dulled.


Don’t blame yourself. The colonel’s words kept spinning through his mind. Every time his awareness drifted the phrase would ambush him and he would jolt into wakefulness again and the pain would return. Don’t blame yourself. Had he not tried hard enough? But he had tried. Had they expected him to do more?


Frank heard the click of the study door and Mr Gray’s slow footfalls came down the passage. The bedroom door opened and his father came to the side of the bed and sat down in the chair which stood there.


Frank kept his face turned to the wall. ‘Will he die?’


‘Thank God, Francis, the surgeon thinks not.’


‘Why do we thank God for that?’


‘Because between us we have enough to bear with.’


Frank rolled his head to look at his father. Mr Gray’s face looked like that of a man ten years older and that hunted look was still in his eyes. On his lap lay Frank’s discarded clothes. He could see the dried leaves which clung to them.


‘You have a talent for subterfuge, Francis,’ his father said, picking twigs from the clothes. ‘I wonder where you got it from.’


And as if suddenly seeing something in these words which Frank himself missed, Mr Gray stood up quickly and stared out of the window, letting his son’s clothes slip from his lap to the floor.


Without turning, he said, ‘Francis, tell me exactly what happened last night.’


The question puzzled him. He had answered it already, surely. Or had he dreamed that? In any case, his father’s tone forestalled argument, and Frank grappled with his memory. If he concentrated he could see the weapon in its leather holster, and could remember reaching for it. The ridged steel butt was cold against his palm, his fingers not large enough to grip it properly.


‘I pulled the revolver out, Father. Out of the holster.’


‘And?’


‘I fired it into the ceiling. It hurt my wrist. But he wouldn’t stop. He wouldn’t stop hitting her. He wouldn’t stop—’


‘Go on, Francis,’ Mr Gray said. ‘Go on.’


‘I meant to shoot him, Father. It wasn’t an accident.’ Frank sat up and his wrist spiked him but he didn’t care. ‘I meant to kill him.’


Mr Gray closed his eyes as if in pain. ‘And then?’


‘Then he knocked me down.’


Mr Gray’s eyes sprang open. ‘And took the weapon from you?’


Frank frowned. ‘I don’t remember how it happened. I just remember he hit me.’ Frank saw his father’s face sag. He wanted to help, to say whatever it was his father wished him to say, but his mind would only release to him the stink of the burning rug, the taste of smoke, the warm boards against his cheek. He could not bring anything further into focus and the effort hurt him. ‘He hit me,’ he repeated. ‘I don’t remember …’


Mr Gray breathed deeply. ‘It’s all right, my boy. We’ll talk later.’


‘I don’t remember anything else until I was following him out onto the steps. I kept pulling the trigger until I couldn’t hold the gun any more.’ Frank stopped. ‘I wish I had killed him.’


‘Don’t say that, Francis.’


‘I wish I had,’ Frank repeated fiercely, ‘because nothing will happen to him now, will it? They’ve made a bargain, those men in your study. Haven’t they? And you’ve agreed to it.’


Mr Gray gazed at him, his eyes filled with limitless weariness. ‘Those men, Francis, are wrong about many things, but right about one. There would be a scandal. Do you understand what that means? We must think of your mother. We must consider how the world will regard her memory.’


‘So is he to get off scot-free? I am not even to say that I saw him?’


‘Listen to me!’ his father roared, making him flinch back. ‘I don’t have a choice, do you hear me, Francis? I have to think of you.’ Mr Gray felt behind him for the chair as an old man might and lowered himself into it. ‘Of you … and Gifford.’


Frank realised he had gripped the bedclothes in his good hand and now he released them. ‘I tried to help her, Father. Did I do wrong?’


‘No, Francis. No one could have tried harder. You must not blame yourself.’


Those words again. And should he blame himself? Perhaps he should, after all. If he had not unclipped that holster, the pistol might never even have entered the equation. But what choice did he have? He heard again the screaming from the bedroom, saw his mother crawling. He realised that he had not been able to remember this before, but now all of a sudden it was clear to him. She was crawling and sobbing and screaming out.


‘Jack,’ Frank said abruptly.


Mr Gray lifted his head slowly.


‘She called him Jack, Father. I heard her.’


‘You can’t be sure what you heard.’


‘Yes. I’m sure. And he’s with the Twenty-first Hussars.’


‘You don’t know that.’


‘Yes, I do. I saw the insignia on the belt. I didn’t recognise it at the time but I remember now. They’re stationed in Secunderabad, the Twenty-first. They used to be stationed here, but they’ve been moved north—’


‘No.’ Mr Gray shook his head as if trying to clear it. ‘You are not to say so, Francis.’


‘But it’s true.’


Mr Gray stood up and his chair rocked. ‘We will not speak of this again. I have decided how this dreadful matter is to be handled, Francis. I have tortured myself over it these last few hours, but I have decided. And you will do as I say. Do you understand me?’


His father had never before spoken so forcefully to him and it scared him. ‘Yes, Father.’


‘We need to look to the future. We need to make a new life.’


Frank could find nothing to say.


‘We are to leave India.’ Mr Gray was speaking almost to himself now. ‘All of us. All … three of us. I shall approach the company for a new position in England. It may not be easy at my age, but in view of my service, perhaps we may hope …’ He did not finish the sentence but stopped and looked down at his son, as if he had forgotten his presence. ‘I have made certain promises to you, Francis. No matter what I have to do, I shall see to it that those promises are kept. It is what I shall hold on to, if I can hold on to nothing else.’


He left the room and softly closed the door.




PART TWO


England, June 1893


[image: image]
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Grace found her mother in the rose arbour behind the house. It was set around lily ponds, a place full of the trickle of water and the murmur of bees. Mrs Dearborn glanced up from her pruning and smiled at her daughter. She set down her basket on a stone bench and pulled off her gardening gloves and looked around her in the dreamy way so characteristic of her, as if she might or might not be planning to say something. This time she didn’t.


‘Mama,’ Grace said, ‘I wish to speak to you about Mrs Rossiter. She’s been terribly unkind to—’


‘Ah!’ Mrs Dearborn cried. ‘Now I remember what I was to tell you! I’ve been trying to think of it all morning.’


Her mother bent a stem bearing a closed rosebud close to her face and inspected it through her half-moon spectacles, but showed no inclination to say more. Grace waited, suppressing her familiar prickle of frustration. Her mother inhabited a peaceful universe all her own, and Grace was never quite sure how much of the real world filtered through to her.


‘Mama?’ she prompted. ‘What was it you remembered?’


Her mother let the rose branch spring back. ‘Your father is not coming today after all. He sent word that he will be travelling directly to town.’


Grace’s world swooped into darkness. ‘But he promised. It’s my birthday.’


‘Dear me, yes. Thirteen!’


‘Fourteen, Mama.’


‘Really? Well, don’t worry. He said he would make it up to you. And the gifts are always so much finer when the gentlemen feel guilty.’


‘How could he not come when he promised?’


‘Because he’s a man, my dear. I expect you’ll get used to it.’


‘I don’t want to get used to it.’


A ladybird landed on Sarah Dearborn’s finger and she watched it with delight, turning her hand to keep it in view. ‘You’ve learned quickly enough how to handle your father. I’ve no doubt you’ll manage.’


Grace wasn’t sure if this was a compliment or not. ‘Mama, about Mrs Rossiter.’


‘Ah, yes. Our new dragon of a housekeeper.’ Her mother puffed the ladybird off her hand and began to walk down the sanded path between the palisades of roses, regally signalling Grace to accompany her. ‘What of her?’


‘She was very unkind to Millie, who’s so sweet tempered and has been with us for so many years. Poor Millie was in tears, and I spoke sharply to Mrs Rossiter about it.’


‘You did? Good heavens, you’re braver than I am, my dear. And one must admit that, despite her sweet temperament, Millie is – how shall I put it? – something of a lazy trollop.’


‘Oh.’ Grace was taken aback by this unexpectedly definite opinion. ‘Was I wrong to express disapproval to Mrs Rossiter?’


‘Who knows? Your father says she is terribly efficient. I confess I find her rather fearsome. But if she has spoken brusquely, I expect it’s because of her loss.’


‘Her loss?’


‘No doubt it would harden any woman’s heart to have her husband cut to pieces by savages. Even in a good cause.’ Sarah Dearborn trimmed a stem. ‘Oh, didn’t you know? Poor Sergeant Rossiter fell, you know. Now that I call it to mind, I believe your father said not to mention it to you, for fear it might upset you. But no matter. You’re not very much upset, are you, dear? That Sergeant Rossiter fell?’


Grace could not keep confused images of ladders and trees out of her head. It took her a moment to make the right connection. ‘Do you mean he was killed, Mama?’


‘Oh yes, some years ago now, whilst attempting to rescue gallant General Gordon – not all on his own, naturally. There were some others involved. Perhaps you’ve heard about General Gordon?’


‘Everyone’s heard about General Gordon, Mama.’


‘The brave general was besieged in Cairo by savages. Or was it Carthage? Some such awful place. So of course Mr Gladstone had to try to rescue him. Anyway it was all perfectly useless. In the end, both General Gordon and Sergeant Rossiter were cut to pieces. And rather a large number of other people too, I seem to recall. Though not Mr Gladstone.’ She smiled down at her daughter. ‘I suppose they might all just as well have stayed at home. And then perhaps poor Mrs Rossiter wouldn’t be quite so sharp of tongue, would she? But there, one must be forgiving. Oh! And what’s the date, my dear, do you know?’


‘It’s the seventh of June, Mama,’ Grace replied, darkly. ‘My birthday.’


‘Of course, your birthday. Well, there you have it, you see. Today is the anniversary of the brave sergeant’s death. Or some such anniversary. I remember Mrs Rossiter told me that herself. In point of fact I planned to give her the morning off, but I confess it quite slipped my mind.’ She frowned in irritation at her lapse but instantly brightened again. ‘Still, never mind. Perhaps her daily round has helped keep the poor woman’s thoughts from grief. And I do find it such a bore to manage the servants all on my own.’


She resumed her stroll, singing softly to herself. Grace stayed where she was, trying to decipher this astonishing information. She was thrilled by the image of the previously undreamed-of Sergeant Rossiter defying hordes of dervishes for Queen and Empire. She was disturbed to think that she had judged Mrs Rossiter so harshly, and was filled with a magnanimous urge to set matters straight. She could see herself making a grand and dignified apology, humbly setting aside her superior position in the face of Mrs Rossiter’s Ultimate Sacrifice.


By the time Grace recalled herself from this generous vision, her mother was already far away, drifting like a lovely ghost down the green tunnel of roses, her face tilted to the summer sunshine as she walked.




11


It was not until the middle of the afternoon that Grace set out across the lawn and took the footpath to Mrs Rossiter’s cottage.


The housekeeper’s insistence on living alone and outside the household had caused some alarm among the servants, who saw it – accurately, as it turned out – as a portent of contrariness to come. Grace had thought it must be a drear life, alone in the cottage on the far side of the woods, and she had felt sorry for the woman. But now, as she followed the path through the trees and the little place came into view, she was struck by how pretty it was, set in a haze of wild anemones with the light filtering through the leaves onto a mossy slate roof. She stepped quietly forward until she stood in the patch of garden, hollyhocks and foxgloves, a pace or two from the front door. The door was ajar, and Grace realised that some part of her had hoped Mrs Rossiter would not be at home. There was something of the gingerbread house about that half-open door, an expectancy, a promise of things not altogether pleasant within. Grace’s resolution wilted and she was in the act of turning away when the door was flung open, and Mrs Rossiter stood on the threshold facing her.


‘Well, now! Young Miss Grace come calling, is it?’


‘I’m … sorry to trouble you, Mrs Rossiter.’ Grace braced herself. ‘On a sad day like today.’


Mrs Rossiter stood there smiling, which Grace found unsettling. Her hair was down, which was inappropriate in an older woman, she thought. Mrs Rossiter’s hair was grey, but very full and long, and it reached almost to her waist. Also, Mrs Rossiter had replaced her severe dark taffeta with a gingham print dress, open low at the neck. This and the cascade of long hair made Grace wonder if the housekeeper was younger than she had previously thought.


‘So,’ Mrs Rossiter said at last, ‘someone’s been talking to you.’


Grace had rehearsed quite a fine little speech, but now she could find no trace of it in her memory. She stood silently biting her lip and wishing very earnestly that she had never come.


‘Cat got your tongue?’ Mrs Rossiter said. ‘Well then, you’d best come in and we’ll try to loosen it for you.’


She ducked through the low door into her cottage, waving for Grace to follow. Mrs Rossiter’s parlour was a small plain room made pleasant by broken sunlight falling through the front windows. A deal dresser stood against the far wall, with some pieces of blue and white crockery. Through a doorway into a lean-to Grace glimpsed a chipped china sink with an enamel jug on a draining board beside it, a zinc mesh meat safe, and shelves with jars and bottles on them. To her left Grace could see into a spare bedroom and she noted with some surprise that there were bookshelves in there crowded with pamphlets and papers and bound volumes.


Mrs Rossiter sat down at a scrubbed table just inside the door and gestured that Grace should sit opposite her. She did so, perching on the edge of her hardback chair. On the table in front of her she saw a square green bottle, two empty glasses and a fawn leather pouch worn soft with handling.


Mrs Rossiter filled one of the glasses and pulled it towards her. ‘You’re my first visitor here, miss, do you know that? No one else dares, I expect.’ She leaned forward across the table and bared her teeth. ‘In case I bite their ’eads off!’


She laughed as Grace started backwards. It was the first time Grace had ever heard Mrs Rossiter laugh, and it was a big laugh, almost a guffaw, which made her throw back her head and slap the table. Grace realised that Mrs Rossiter was a little drunk. She had seen her father drunk once or twice, and sometimes his friends when they dined at the house. The sight of men roaring and red in the face made her feel contemptuous, which seemed to be the appropriate female response, but she had never seen a woman drink to excess, least of all alone and in the middle of the day. The sight of it now was both disturbing and exciting.


Grace pointed at the leather satchel. ‘Are those your husband’s things?’


Mrs Rossiter stopped laughing. ‘Well, now. You catch on quick.’


‘I understand it is … his anniversary. I mean, of his …’


‘Not his death, miss. Not quite. Eighteen years ago today I got sent this stuff.’ Mrs Rossiter rested her hand on the satchel. ‘He’d been dead and gone five months by then, but I only come to believe it when I see his kit.’


Grace avoided looking at the dead man’s effects. ‘You must be very proud of him.’


‘Proud?’


‘As a hero of the Empire.’


Mrs Rossiter thought about this. She poured half an inch of clear liquid into the glass which stood in front of her, and stared into it. ‘Fancy that. Old Billy Rossiter, a hero of the Empire.’ She drank, set her glass down. ‘Silly bugger.’


Grace was shocked by such coarseness, and cast about for something to say which might move the conversation onto a loftier plane. ‘At least Sergeant Rossiter died for a good cause,’ she tried, hopefully.


Mrs Rossiter looked at her. ‘Bringing light to the poor benighted heathen, miss?’


‘Well, yes. That’s what Papa says.’


Mrs Rossiter smiled thinly and leaned her elbows on the table. The glass in her right hand circled unsteadily. ‘The Empire’s not run for poor bloody heathens in Africa, miss. Don’t you believe it. It’s run for rich gentlemen in Manchester and Birmingham and London. Gentlemen like your papa.’


‘Really, Mrs Rossiter, I—’


‘Don’t like the sound of that? Well, think of this, then. If there was no Empire, there’d be no trade, and so there’d be no ships. And that means no company, no money, no fine house. For the matter of that, no pretty Miss Grace Dearborn, with a French governess and a whole roomful of fine clothes she don’t even remember she’s got.’ Mrs Rossiter sat back. ‘See how it goes?’


Grace’s colour rose. ‘Papa works very hard. He built his business himself.’


‘He didn’t get chopped up in the Sudan while he was about it, though, did he? He left that to my Billy. And I’ll tell you something else that everyone forgets. Sudan wasn’t even in the Empire. That Godforsaken place was never anything to do with us. What’s more, Egypt isn’t ours either. It belongs to the Turks. So why were our lads ever there, helping the Gyppos take old Fuzzy-Wuzzy’s country? Answer me that.’


‘But Mrs Rossiter, didn’t they go to rescue General Gordon?’


‘That psalm-singing lunatic?’


Grace was scandalised. There were times in her childhood when she had thought she was a little in love with the gallant General Charles Gordon, even though he was quite old. She could see him now as the paintings depicted him, standing at the top of the embassy steps, gazing down with contempt and pity at the maddened dervishes below, a revolver in one hand with which he did not even deign to defend himself.
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