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      Rumer Godden (1907–98) was the acclaimed author of over sixty works of fiction and non-fiction for adults and children. Born in England, she and her siblings grew up in Narayanganj, India, and she later spent many years living in Calcutta and Kashmir. In 1949 she returned permanently to Britain, and spent the last twenty years of her life in Scotland. Several of her novels were made into films, including Black Narcissus in an Academy Award-winning adaptation by Powell and Pressburger, The Greengage Summer, The Battle of the Villa Fiorita and The River, which was filmed by Jean Renoir. She was appointed OBE in 1993.
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      An image that appears frequently in Rumer Godden’s work, both fiction and autobiography – and the line between the two is a fine one – is that of a girl flying a paper kite, as she used to on the flat rooftop of her home in Bengal. In the memoir Two Under the Indian Sun, which she wrote with her sister Jon, she remembers:

      
         

        To hold a kite on the roller was to hold something alive… something that kicked in your hand, that pulled up and sang as the string thrilled in the wind. The string went up and up until the kite seemed above the hawks circling in the sky; it linked us with another world, wider, far wider than ours.

      

      The young heroine of The River declares, ‘If it flies, I shall fly.’ In both books the kite is used as a metaphor for childhood and the end of childhood. It might as well stand for her long and extraordinary life.

      Rumer Godden was born in 1907 and died in 1998, so her life spanned almost the entire twentieth century. She lived through all its great upheavals – two world wars, the expansion of the British Empire, as well as its collapse – and through periods of personal joy and success, as well as struggle and betrayal. Throughout, she wrote with exemplary steadfastness. What gave a life, which had been volatile and dramatic, its core of stability, of serenity, even?

      Two strands ran through it: one was her childhood in India at a time when the British ruled with a sense of security and the continuity of history; the other was her unwavering conviction of writing as her vocation. Towards the end, a third strand became apparent: a spiritual awareness that grew to a point where she felt able to commit to Catholicism. Throughout the twists and turns of a turbulent life, she retained the inner focus and belief of the child on the rooftop, holding the roller as her paper kite is lifted into the sky, allowing it the freedom of the winds, but maintaining her control.

      Her father, Arthur Godden, in what Rumer Godden’s biographer Anne Chisholm calls ‘the high-Victorian heyday of the Empire’, fought in the Boer War and then, bored at the prospect of settling down to life as a stockbroker in London, chose instead to work as an agent in one of the shipping companies based in Calcutta that ran steamers up and down the great rivers of the Gangetic delta. In Two Under the Indian Sun his life is described as one of adventure, excitement and a passionate attachment to the landscape of the riverine Bengal that Rumer was to inherit and cherish all her life. She described the childhood she and her three sisters shared at the house in Narayanganj, a small town beside a river, as ‘halcyon’, painting it in golden light, filling it with flowers and birds and imbuing it with all the comfort and security that could be provided by a large staff of servants – there were fifteen for a family of five. Education was certainly haphazard, provided by their maiden aunt Mary who lived with them, but Rumer grew up with a deep love of books and reading, which led quite naturally to an aptitude for writing. She first saw her writing in print at the age of twelve, in the Calcutta newspaper the Statesman, which confirmed her commitment to the writing life: always an imaginative child, she wrote under a pseudonym, assuming the role of a mother, and offered advice on how to keep children cool in the hot weather.

      As the girls grew into adolescents, the Goddens decided to follow the British colonial tradition of taking their children back to England for a more conventional education. In 1920 the girls went with their mother to settle in Eastbourne where they learnt that the life of luxury and comfort they had taken for granted as members of the ruling class in India – the flag that was raised on their house at sunrise and lowered at sunset had them think of their home as Buckingham Palace – was over. Rumer found life in Eastbourne bleak and dreary, and suffered from the rigours of school life, going through as many as five in two years. It was in the last of them, Moira House, a progressive institution run by enlightened women, that the vice principal, Miss Swann, saw her literary talent and encouraged her writing. Swann was a writer herself and an exacting critic, but Rumer trusted her, and turned to her even as an adult for advice. One of the most beneficial exercises she gave Rumer was in précis: she had to reduce the leader of The Times to fourteen lines so that not a word was wasted. ‘I owe her a tremendous debt,’ said Rumer in later life.

      No one in the family seems to have considered a university education as the next logical step. Instead, in 1925 their mother took them back to India with trunkfuls of new clothes to launch them in Calcutta society with its parties, dances, polo and riding. Rumer never felt comfortable in that social milieu and in 1927 she returned to London where, knowing she would have to support herself financially, she decided to train as a dancing teacher. She studied for two years and was offered a job on the staff, but instead went back to India to open her own dance school, first in Darjeeling and then in Calcutta. She rented premises in the best neighbourhood in the city and the school proved popular, particularly with the Eurasians of Calcutta. The British rather looked down on it for that very reason and there was gossip, hinting that Rumer must have Indian blood herself. She even received anonymous offensive letters and phone calls. 

      Of course, Rumer still belonged to the expatriate British society, and by this time she was married to Laurence Foster, a stockbroker, sportsman, and a popular figure in the exclusive Tollygunge Club circle. The couple honeymooned in Puri by the sea and nearly sixty years later she wrote a novel, Coromandel Sea Change, about an unhappy bride’s realisation that she had made a mistake. It wasn’t a marriage of minds or sensibilities, as was evident from her family’s misgivings. In Calcutta she was expected to take part in Laurence’s social life: ‘for a while I tasted how beguiling it could be – as long as you stayed on the surface’, but she remained critical of it: ‘They were still in Britain, adapting their exile to as close a British pattern as they could, oblivious of everything Indian except for their servants.’ The Lady and the Unicorn was born of this criticism of the common British disdain for Indians and Eurasians. She had already written a book called Chinese Puzzle about a Pekinese dog – she had a lifelong passion for the breed – which was published in 1935 when she was in England awaiting the birth of her daughter. It was not a commercial success but it gave her the opportunity to meet her publisher and agent in London. They had faith in her writing, which she took strength from when she returned to India.

      Her third novel, Black Narcissus, published in 1939, was her first success – both commercial and critical. It was compared by Arthur Koestler to E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India (which pleased Rumer, who said it was ‘the book that changed my life’) and turned into a movie. The film, which was enormously successful, disappointed Rumer but it did give her financial security and confidence.

      Her marriage, on the other hand, went badly wrong. Her husband’s career as a stockbroker failed and he joined the army, leaving Calcutta. Rumer, alone, took her two daughters to live in a small bungalow amidst the mountains and tea gardens of Darjeeling. This was a quiet, contemplative period of her life. She went for long walks and kept a diary that was later published as Rungli-Rungliot (subtitled ‘Thus Far and No Further’). Next she went to live on a houseboat in Kashmir which was closer to where Laurence was posted, but his cantonment life and the company of soldiers’ wives was no more attractive to her than expatriate society in Calcutta had been. Her marriage was effectively over. She moved to a small, basic cottage she called Dove House on a flowery hillside of streams and orchards.

      Ultimately, this idyllic setting proved the scene of the most disturbing drama of her life: after the household fell ill and ground glass was found in the food, she became convinced they were being poisoned by the cook, Siddika. This could not be proved in court and he was acquitted but, ill and fearful, she left the place she had been happy and loved, and it would not be long before she would leave India for good. Many years later she wrote a fictionalised account in Kingfishers Catch Fire, which displayed her ability to write of the British in India with both intimate knowledge and a critical eye. The book was compared to Paul Scott’s The Jewel in the Crown and, once again, to Forster’s Passage to India. It was much less overtly political than either and its scope was narrower but it was an imaginative reconstruction of the colonial situation. As is evident from her novels, which often feature narrow-minded British characters, Rumer had ambiguous feelings about imperialism, but when Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru was quoted as saying ‘My quarrel with the British is that they left a land of poverty-stricken wrecks,’ she rose up in its defence and in 1944/45 she worked on a non-fiction book of the Women’s Voluntary Service in Bengal, touring the various organisations it ran, and wrote with admiration of the good work it did.

      One of these tours took her back to Narayanganj and, on seeing her old home, was moved to write a short autobiographical novel called The River. On reading it, the French director Jean Renoir immediately bought film rights, describing it as ‘exactly the type of novel which would give me the best inspiration for my work… an unexpressed, subtle, heartbreaking innocent love story involving a little girl.’ They began a correspondence and Rumer helped him plan a trip with his wife to the site. On their return, he invited Rumer to Hollywood so they could work on the script together. ‘Working with Jean was the best and richest year I’ve spent,’ she later said. So different in character and background, the two became very close and held each other in high regard. Staying with the Renoirs, she met their friends the Chaplins, the Stravinskys, James Mason, Charles Laughton, Elizabeth Taylor and Greta Garbo, and hugely enjoyed the social life. When the script was ready to be filmed, she accompanied the crew to Bengal, sharing many decisions with the director. The film was shown at the Venice Film Festival in 1951 and won the International Critics’ Prize, then opened in France and the USA to good reviews and is now regarded as a classic. Although the Indian press was rather critical of it, it had a premiere at the New Empire cinema in Calcutta that was attended by Prime Minister Nehru. Many of Godden’s books were made into successful films in her lifetime, including Powell and Pressburger’s famous adaptation of Black Narcissus; Enchanted, starring David Niven, which was based on A Fugue in Time; The Battle of the Villa Fiorita; The Greengage Summer; and In this House of Brede, but none of them brought her the satisfaction of The River.

      Rumer divorced Laurence Foster, creating some turmoil for her daughters – which she later fictionalised in The Battle of the Villa Fiorita – and after filming The River she entered into a second, and very happy, marriage to James Haynes-Dixon, a civil servant who devoted himself to her and her career. Together they created a series of beautiful homes and gardens in London and in the countryside, including Lamb House in Rye, which was once the home of Henry James; her surroundings had always been very important to her.

      In 1961 she made a new friend in Dame Felicitas Corrigan of Stanbrook Abbey in Worcestershire, and through her she established a link with the Benedictine order that led to her writing In This House of Brede, her longest, perhaps most complex novel, in which she strove to realistically depict convent life: many of the events were inspired by the nuns’ own stories. In 1973 her husband died and a few years later she moved to a small house next to her daughter Jane’s in Scotland, but she continued to write with her old regularity and determination. It was her habit to start a new book every New Year’s Eve and in her lifetime she completed an astonishing twenty-three novels, twenty-six books for children, fourteen books of non-fiction and seven collections and anthologies of poetry. In 1993 she was awarded the OBE.

      This was not to be retirement for her. In 1994 the BBC planned a documentary on her life for the Bookmark programme and she was persuaded to travel with them to India for the last time for the making of the film. She returned to Bengal and even to Kashmir where she had sworn never to go again. It was an exhausting undertaking but at a farewell dinner she toasted the crew and told them that if she were a sensible old lady she would not have agreed to the journey and that she was glad she ‘had never been sensible in her life’. She died four years later at the age of ninety and was buried next to her husband James in the old cemetery in Rye.

      Rumer Godden knew both success and popularity in her life. Perhaps for that very reason she was troubled that she might be considered not a very serious but an entertaining, lightweight writer. She was also conscious of her own attractions to the whimsical and the precious, and the need to be on her guard and reserve that aspect for her many charming books for children. She never lost the child’s fascination with the miniature but if there is any criticism that this prevented her from addressing the large events and political movements of her time, it does not hold; the miniature in her books contained, by reflection, the vastness of the world. This is surely the reason why her work has given so much pleasure to generations in many lands, and continues to do so.

       

      Rumer Godden cannot be said to have been ignorant, or unmindful, of her society and its role in India. In no other book is this made as clear as in The Lady and the Unicorn which she wrote in the early, unhappy days of her first marriage. Running the dancing school in Calcutta had put her in touch with Eurasians, and she wrote much of the book while sitting on the verandah of the building, among the waiting pupils, mothers and ayahs. This contact with the students, their families and her staff taught her a great deal about the unhappy situation of a community looked down upon both by the English and by Indians as ‘half-castes’. When the book appeared, in 1937, the English thought she had been unfairly critical of English society but others thought her depiction of Eurasians was cruel. It was her publisher in England, Peter Davies, who recognised its quality: he called it ‘a little masterpiece’.

      In this book, Rumer Godden worked hard at looking at the world she was living in, taking in both its romance and its tawdriness. She did a great deal of research, exploring the grand old mansions of East India Company days, many of them crumbling and derelict; the Park Street cemetery where many of the English of those times are buried in elaborate graves and mausoleums; as well as the crowded, busy streets behind New Market where the Eurasian community lived. In describing a run-down, overcrowded house in that area, she responded to its lingering romance – the fading frescoes on the walls, the sun-dial covered in jasmine, the ghosts of a weeping lady, a small dog and a horse carriage – but remained alert to its disease-ridden drains, its rats and cockroaches, the street outside with its chaotic traffic, its beggars and poverty. Similarly, she saw the sadness in the hopeless aspirations of girls like the Eurasian Lemarchant sisters, Belle and Rosa, but also the reason why they were scoffed at by the English who both courted them and despised them, like the young Englishman Stephen Bright, new to India and the Calcutta business world. He meets Rosa at what his colleagues call a ‘B party’:

      
         

        ‘What’s a B party?’

        ‘A and B. B girls.’

        ‘Oh, I see… What happens?’

        ‘Usual thing… They behave very well and we behave very badly, and then they behave worse.’

        ‘Oh!’

      

      While the worldly-wise Belle understands the system and plays the game to her advantage, Rosa is hurt and can only reconcile herself to her family and circumstances when she sees Stephen’s excitement on discovering that the sundial in her neglected, overgrown garden has the French inscription, ‘Mon seul désir’, which is linked to the Dame à la Licorne tapestries in the Musée de Cluny. This lends her a romantic appeal in his eyes, but he deplores that:

      
         

        ‘You insist on being inferior Britons.’

        ‘That isn’t fair… We are as much British subjects as you are.’

        ‘… It’s all so false. You’re no more like a British girl than that poinsettia is like a daisy. You talk of going home to England, when the only home you have is here in India. It’s such a sham. Why can’t you be content, more dignified?’

      

      Finally the head of Stephen’s firm informs him of the need to remember his place and keep them in theirs. Stephen is compelled to exclaim, ‘God, what a muck heap this place is. Doesn’t matter what you do if you’re not serious, or what filth you commit to save your face.’ ‘Calcutta code,’ his cousin William says pleasantly, ‘You conform or go.’ Everyone returns to the place where they belong; the code asserts itself. It is an unusual display of cynicism in Rumer Godden’s work.

      As in so much of her fiction, the seeds of this book lay in her childhood. Across the wall from the Godden house in Narayanganj there lived a Eurasian family, the Lafortes, whom they could watch from their rooftop. The Godden girls were fascinated by them but were not allowed to play with them for fear of being infected by their ‘chi-chi’ accents. The only time they could meet was at the annual Christmas party at the club she describes in Two Under the Indian Sun. It had taken all these years before she could write of that double sensation of fascination and fear.

      Anita Desai, 2014 
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      Father Ghezzi had come to see father. Belle had done something that could not be told even to auntie; Blanche felt in every hair of her that it was something shocking.

      The last time the priest came to see father was when Rosa had stolen the horse and cart out of the Christmas basket; there was always a basket in the church at Christmas to collect toys for the poor children. In those days the Lemarchants were so poor that really they should have had some of the toys, but that auntie would not allow. Belle and Rosa used to walk the streets at Christmas-time looking in the shop windows, yearning over their beauty, for they had no proper presents themselves until Rosa, tempted beyond endurance, took the horse and the cart.

      She had been like that from a child, soft and easy to manage until her heart was set on something, and then implacable, almost ruthless, more like Belle than Rosa. She knew that it was wicked to steal, she felt it acutely, yet she had no compunction in stealing to get the horse and cart. When auntie said, ‘You must tell Father Ghezzi you’re sorry,’ she had answered at once, ‘If I tell him I’m sorry, will he let me keep the horse and cart?’

      Auntie knew that it was sometimes like that with twins, that one should have slightly what the other showed strongly, just as one was always more vivid than the other, like a child and its reflection; not that Belle and Rosa were children any more or at all alike, but Rosa always seemed a shadow by her sister, and that, auntie thought, was why Father Ghezzi and the nuns at school scarcely seemed to notice her.

      The Lemarchant children had known the priest all their lives. He had baptized them, and Belle had always been his favourite. All they saw of Belle at school was her down-dropped lids with their honey-coloured lashes, her pretty hands and her neat red head. They had given her a medal for goodness. That made even Rosa smile; for good conduct, yes, but for goodness, no.

      Her own family were sure that Belle was not good, and yet at home she gave hardly any trouble; it was just that she was quite implacable, quite determined and almost fearless. Auntie never forbade her to do anything, for she knew it was useless, Belle did exactly as she chose. When she was crossed she was more than unkind, she was shocking, and none of them were really good enough for Belle.

      Among the friendly litter of slippers and brushes and powder and pins and old bottles in the bedroom, Belle kept her things separate; no one was allowed to use her nail polish or the face-creams and powder she bought with her prize-money, no one was allowed to borrow the sets of underclothes she had made herself from soft voile. She kept the handkerchiefs she picked up at school and unpicked the name-tapes, and would not let auntie cut up even her old knickers for her little sister Blanche.

      Her friend at school was Miriam Rambert of the bold eyes. They went into corners and whispered and refused to tell Rosa what they said. Father Ghezzi, who confessed the girls, tried to separate them. ‘He is afraid of your bad influence,’ said Belle, and laughed.

      ‘My bad influence!’ cried Miriam, and for once she was indignant.

      Belle could charm even auntie, who knew the worst of her; however angry she was, Belle made her laugh when she mimicked Father Ghezzi or Mother Celia with her bunion, or the pin-man asking for his money or Mrs Barton putting on airs; but when it came to her taking the Blessed Virgin in the tableaux, auntie was shocked.

      ‘No! No! that cannot be,’ she said, and put on her hat to go and see Father Ghezzi.

      ‘Couldn’t it be Rosa?’ she asked timidly. Little Rosa with her still face might very well have taken the Blessed Virgin in auntie’s eyes, but Father Ghezzi thought her uninteresting and began to talk of Belle’s fine character.

      ‘But Rosa has a lovely nature,’ pleaded auntie.

      ‘Rosa tells lies,’ said the Father severely. It was so. Rosa could never be quite truthful, she had always to distort, to embroider, to exaggerate, and if she were frightened, she lied.

      Auntie did not think that telling lies was a bad fault, anyhow not so uncomfortable as taking the only bath-towel or interrupting when people were saying their prayers.

      ‘Apart from that she has a lovely nature,’ she said again.

      ‘Then you need not be jealous for her, Mrs Kempf. Remember that it is after careful thought that we have chosen Belle. You should be proud for her to appear as the Holy Virgin.’

      ‘You should hear her speak of the Holy Virgin when she is out of temper,’ thought Auntie, and sighed and came home.

      Now Father Ghezzi had come to them and, as he waited in the sitting-room while Boy helped father to put on his tie and coat, and auntie changed her slippers for shoes behind the partition, he seemed very uneasy and sad.

      He had an umbrella of holland lined with green against the heat; it looked womanish and strange with the cassock and square-toed boots; he had not gone into white although the heat was intense, and his clothes were dusty and stained. The light from the veranda fell on his face, thinly drawn and sensitive; his beard gave him a gallant Spanish look, though Belle said it made him look like a goat.

      Mr Lemarchant came in, himself a little uneasy, as he always was with the priest; he waited, but Father Ghezzi seemed unable to say a word, he remained sorrowful and perplexed, as if he were pleading to be understood without having to put it into words.

      Father fidgeted and said: ‘You will let Anna order you some tea? You will take tea with us, eh?’

      As if he had not heard, the priest burst out: ‘I don’t know which it is that is worse to have in this country, Mr Lemarchant, boys or girls, sons or daughters. With the sons it is one thing; they cannot get work, the Indians squeeze them out from beneath, the English from above, so —’ He brought his clenched hands together as if he were crushing a poor little man to death. ‘They cannot get work; before they begin they are failures. And with the girls it is another thing, they are too successful. Yes. There is always success for these girls, so smart, so nimble, so empty-headed. They take even the jobs the boys might have; they go into offices, shops, and what happens? They get money, they get ideas, they are taken up by men – men in Calcutta society, faugh! – and then when they are in trouble they are flung back on their people; on those boys whose place they have taken, boys for whom they have now no use and who could not marry them if they had.’

      ‘Yes, yes,’ said father, ‘but I don’t understand, what has this to do with me?’

      ‘It has everything to do with you,’ said Father Ghezzi, in his careful and measured English. ‘Of all the pupils, Mr Lemarchant, Belle was the one I was most certain of. I said she had a fine character, but I was deceived. I was blind, Mr Lemarchant, she is a bad girl. We have talked together, the Mother Superior and I, you can imagine how grieved we are to do this, but we have spoken to Belle and she has not listened to us; I have come to tell you, Mr Lemarchant, that we think it is better that she should leave school now, and not wait for the holidays.’

      ‘But the holidays are only two months away. Think of the shame of it, Father.’

      ‘We have to think of the other pupils, Mr Lemarchant.’

      ‘But what has she done? You haven’t told me what she has done.’

      Father Ghezzi hesitated. ‘It is difficult to put into words, but it has become quite impossible for us to keep her.’

      ‘But what has she done? What has she said?’

      There was a pause. ‘She has actually done nothing,’ said the priest slowly. ‘She has, actually, said nothing. She has behaved exactly as she has always behaved, but with a difference! It is her attitude, an attitude of mockery, if I have to say it, of diabolical mockery. A terrible change has come over her. She was so quiet, so modest, and now she seems to taunt us.

      ‘Yesterday, in church, during the Sacrament, Mr Lemarchant’ (each word was a groan) ‘I had put the wafer on her tongue and she attracted my attention. At that moment, Mr Lemarchant, you cannot believe it, but it is true, and she looked —’

      How could he describe that look? He had not ceased to see it since that moment.

      The deep severe trance, the reverent ecstasy, a young girl might feel them both; he had seen them blush, quiver, pale and faint: he had known them grow self-conscious, have silly talk among themselves, be conscious of the priest as a man, and that had been shocking enough, but there was a worse taunt in Belle’s look, and even now he shrank from it. She had looked at him, he could hardly say it even to himself, not as if she desired him but he her; and she had calculated it, she had chosen that moment, the highest – he could not go on. It was blasphemy, and he said it aloud.

      ‘It was blasphemy!’ He tried to speak quietly. ‘It was blasphemy, Mr Lemarchant.’

      ‘Certainly it was,’ said father, who had no idea what had happened. ‘I am very annoyed that one of my children has committed blasphemy and I shall punish her. I promise you.’

      ‘It is a matter of more than that. You understand that she must leave the school, and we think her sister Rosa should leave with her, Mr Lemarchant, for they are so much together. They must be watched. You must explain to Mrs Kempf. Belle must be sent to see me, she must make a regular confession. It is a question of her soul.’

      ‘Yes, yes,’ protested father. ‘I shall see to it, certainly I shall see to it.’

      The priest seemed to grow old as he sat in his chair, and his eyes as they looked at father were tired. For fifty-one years he had been dealing with these people, these facile Anglo-Indians, and he was tired and sad. It was like digging in sand, you could not get to the bottom of their contradictions, their cross-purposes. It was their blood, the contempt of one part for another; the contempt of the Britisher for the native he rules, a contempt that runs like cold pure metal through the easy tissues of the native indolence and shiftlessness, pleasant dishonesty and inconsequence; and the resentment of the Indian under that domination, his fight for freedom that is alien to his element of content, of settlement and culture if he could but find peace.

      Peace. There could be no peace for these people who must always be against the winning side, no matter which side wins, carrying in themselves their certainty of defeat. For them a place would always have to be made, they could call no place their own; and while he fumed over their behaviour, he marvelled at their courage.

      Mr Lemarchant shifted uneasily in his chair, Father Ghezzi stirred himself, sat up and said, ‘You must send her to see me. You must watch her, I solemnly warn you…’

      After he had gone, Belle came out of the bedroom, where she had listened to every word, while auntie whispered to herself that when children were no longer children they became exceedingly tiresome. Belle was eating nuts which she cracked between her teeth.

      ‘Why were you hiding?’ stormed father. ‘Did you hear what he said?’

      ‘I did,’ said Belle.

      ‘Why did you do it, what he said you did?’

      ‘Because it amused me, I think,’ said Belle, considering. ‘It was something I’ve wanted to do for a very long time.’

      ‘Now you will have to leave school, you and Rosa as well. Think of the disgrace. What do you say to that?’

      ‘I say it’s a good thing,’ said Belle. ‘I’ve done with school. I made them want to keep me there and now I’ve made them want to send me away. Isn’t it funny, father,’ she added dreamily, ‘that I can make those old wise good people do exactly what I want?’

      Auntie, who was listening behind the partition, shook her head and crossed herself.

      Father was angry with Belle, and if he had looked out of the window he would have been angrier still, for he would have seen Rosa with Robert deSouza in the garden, under the palms that rustled like paper in the wind.

      Rosa was twenty minutes younger than her twin sister Belle, and since she was fourteen she had been in love with Robert. She had to love someone, and Robert was more beautiful even than his beautiful brothers and sisters, olive-skinned, with hair dark and plumy and eyes like blue diamonds. She had not said anything about it until one evening after school when she had nothing to do but wander in the garden; Robert had begun to walk there too, lingering after dark, and they talked in a polite manner, which was odd considering that they lived in the same house and had known each other for most of their lives; and Robert suddenly confessed he was in love.

      ‘In love?’ said Rosa, and her anxiety seemed to tear the words from her. ‘Oh! Robert, who with?’

      ‘With you,’ said Robert simply, and the stars swung out of their places and back again, leaving Rosa dizzy and breathless.

      They had wanted to take Robert for a priest at his Jesuit school, his look of beauty and obedience had marked him out; the priest said he had a vocation, but he had refused.

      ‘How else do you think you’ll live?’ asked Mr deSouza, his father. ‘What else can you do? There is nothing in India for boys like you and I cannot send you to Europe. All of you,’ he cried, turning to his swarm of sons and daughters, ‘all of you had better be priests and nuns.’

      ‘Robert won’t be a priest, because he wants to marry Rosa Lemarchant,’ said Eileen spitefully.

      ‘Now you hear me, Bob,’ roared Mr deSouza. ‘There will be nothing of that. You’ll marry no one unless I tell you. The Lemarchants are not a nice family at all, they cannot even pay their rent, so that I am always out of pocket; and not only must I keep you when money is scarce, but keep your wife as well.’

      ‘Poor father,’ said little Bruce, ‘perhaps one day you’ll have some money.’

      ‘What do you mean, poor father,’ said Mr deSouza indignantly. ‘I have plenty of money.’

      Robert thought night and day of how he could marry Rosa.

      At seventeen she was in full flower, the moon-flowers of the east that bud for a night; her skin was as pale as their petals, her eyes dark shadowed. She was small, almost flimsy, very proud of her tiny hips, and pitied Belle for her larger measurements. Belle was not jerry-built like her sisters, she had curves, swelling into her waist and firm pointed breasts; the others might have had pith in their bones instead of blood, but her skin was the rich cream that sometimes goes with red hair. She had her hair from father, like flame silk, the colour of sacred marigolds. Rosa’s hung to her shoulders, and she wore it in a plait over her head as Blanche wore her celluloid bandeau.

      ‘I wish mine was a plait, then I could hardly lose it,’ sighed Blanche, for at school and with auntie it was always, ‘Blanche Lemarchant, you untidy child, where is your bandeau?’

      Blanche was the family shame, for she was dark. Suddenly, after Belle and Rosa, had come this other baby like a little crow after twin doves. Auntie said she was like their mother, and they hated to think of their mother who was dead and had been dark like Blanche. Belle could not bear her, and even Rosa was ashamed to be her sister.

      They must have had hill-blood, for Blanche had the high cheek-bones and eyes of a little Chinese from the outer Mongolian-Thibetan fringes of her ancestry, and she had their merriment and simplicity in pleasure until she was teased or upset.

      None of them ever mentioned their mother, yet she had given to all her children a courage that father did not possess and that she must have needed in her life with him. With her skin she had given the most of her courage to Blanche, who would face even father if she were angry.

      ‘God help you with that awful temper,’ auntie would say.

      But to balance her courage she had nerves, worse than Rosa; often after a fight with father she had to go into the bathroom and vomit down the pan.

      Father had been so very handsome, auntie told them, but now the top button of his trousers could not do up, the back of his neck was fat, and among his curly hair was a bald patch.

      ‘But you must remember,’ said auntie, ‘that we owe everything to your father. Poor father, he has worked so hard.’

      Blanche simply did not believe it; she had known father for nine years and never yet seen him do any work.

      He bought old refrigerators and sewing machines and bicycles that no one could use and took them to pieces all over the sitting-room, to put them together again with new parts he had invented, and usually no one could use them still. Presently Boy would put them out in the godown and father would say that he had been cheated, and he was buying something else that would sell for three hundred rupees and pay off everything he owed.

      The godown could have been let as a garage, but he was too lazy to clear it out. He smoothed his hair and said, ‘No, no. I do not care to earn money that way.’

      There were so many ways that father did not care to earn money that the girls had to be taken at school for charity and the rent was always owing to Mr deSouza, who always wanted to be paid on the regular day.
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