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Praise for Alison McQueen


‘McQueen effortlessly captures India at a crucial turning point in its history – the country is described so vividly that it becomes a character in itself … with a heartbreaking ending, this is truly a captivating tale’


The Lady


‘Bursting with the evocative glow of long-forgotten India, Under the Jewelled Sky lures you into a beautiful story of scandal, of hope, and the kind of love that marks us forever. An unforgettable, irresistible tale that wraps around your heart and won’t let go’


Kathleen Grissom, New York Times


bestselling author of The Kitchen House


‘From the drama of partition to the remnants of colonial life, Alison McQueen paints a vivid picture of a vast country and its rich culture, and against this exotic, atmospheric backdrop she sets her bittersweet romance’


Good Book Guide


‘A vivid tale inspired by the author’s own family history’


Easy Living


‘This is a wonderful novel. A page-turner that is gripping, sensitive and thought-provoking. Highly recommended’
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For my daughters.


To thine own selves be true.









 


 


Long years ago, we made a tryst with destiny, and now the time comes when we shall redeem our pledge.


JAWAHARLAL NEHRU, Midnight, 15 August 1947
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Wiltshire, England









A wooden trellis lined the low doorway, strung through with summer jasmine. Sophie pinched off a tiny flower head, bruising the petals in her fingers, and brought her hand to her nose, taking in the sweetness as she looked at the knocker, a cold brass ring hanging loosely from a lion’s mouth, tarnished deep green-black. She remembered how she had tried to polish it once years ago with wads of cotton soaked pungent with Brasso. It hadn’t done any good at all, dulling the dark patina without resurrecting its shine, and the polish had dried into the tiny crevices, which she had then scrubbed at for hours with an old toothbrush. A whole afternoon wasted, but occupied.


A familiar rope began to curl thick shanks in her stomach, her mouth suddenly dry. Maybe she should let sleeping dogs lie. Maybe she should turn around and go back to the station before she was seen. It wasn’t too far to walk. The taxi ride had been far shorter than she had anticipated, the scant mile rushing past too quickly in a few brief fields and hedgerows. But that was the way of childhood memories. Distances seemed further, walls higher, people older than they actually were.


The village appeared largely unchanged, bar the cheerful displays in the three shops dotted along the high street, the bakery stacked with baskets of fresh bread, the butcher’s window hung with hazel-furred rabbits and strings of fat sausages looped into generous braces. In years gone by, those windows had been empty, criss-crossed instead with brown paper tape and posted over with stark notices from the Ministry of Information. CARELESS TALK COSTS LIVES. Yet there was no other kind of talk to be had in a place like this, and the poster was soon replaced with another saying: DIG FOR VICTORY, which seemed more fitting as the villagers rallied together and turned their lawns and flower beds over to grow potatoes and greens.


The tiny post office on the corner had been painted a pretty shade of lilac, its once threadbare roof revived with a thick layer of pale reeds, willow-pinned and topped with a pair of thatched birds. Sophie had asked the taxi driver to drop her off outside The Crown instead of taking her all the way, paying him sixpence extra on the assurance that he would not be late when he returned to fetch her in good time for the train back. As he drove away, she had stopped on the shallow pavement to admire the bright baskets of gaudy geraniums hanging at either side of the door. For a moment she had been tempted to walk in, to go up to the bar and order herself a small sherry, just to see if any of the old faces were in there, wondering if anyone would recognise her. They wouldn’t, of course. It was such a long time ago, and she had been little more than a child then.


Sophie had walked the rest of the distance to Ranmore, slowing occasionally to take in the landmarks on the way: the tiny village hall, the old blacksmith’s forge. The lunchtime bus had passed through, pulling up on the corner of Cross Street and depositing just one passenger, who went off in the other direction without noticing her. Sophie tried to catch a glimpse of the driver, wondering if it was the same man still – a glum character who never said good morning even though he had been carrying the same few passengers for years. Everybody knew that Mr Whittock thought himself above the job, ferrying the villagers around the countryside, but nobody minded his oddness. It was part of the landscape.


The huge laburnum in Mrs Ferguson’s garden had grown bigger than ever, and overhung the narrow pathway in a vast umbrella of yellow blossoms just past their best, primrose-pale petals showering down with each tiny passing breeze. Sophie thought of the jacaranda tree in her father’s garden, the way it burst into heavenly bloom twice a year, sending great gusts of lilac-hued blossoms into the air, dancing above the clouds against the eternal backdrop of the blue mountains, deep forest clefts falling away beneath a sharp blue sky. There could be no garden to compare with the beauty of India’s deep south and the eternal oasis of the Nilgiris, the layers of hills that stretched effortlessly into the distance. This village. It was so small.


Sophie passed beneath the laburnum, deliberately brushing a low-hanging bough, pausing awhile to take in their peppery scent as the blossoms landed fragrantly on her hair and clothes. She looked up into the branches, the almost spent blooms seemingly too heavy to hold on any longer, and thought how nice it would be to shake them down and scoop them up to take home with her, this perfect confetti. They would not keep, of course, their lone purpose to scatter gaily through the village as May turned to June. She admired Mrs Ferguson’s reinstated garden a little longer, the drift of china-blue delphiniums, a bank of tall lupins of every shade rising through the curved borders filled with busy lizzies and petunias, bees buzzing through them.


The triangle of village green had been newly mown, perhaps by Jim Milner if he was still around, who used to rumble up the road on his tractor every now and then from Hawthorn Farm, dragging the huge rotary blade behind him. The sharp freshness of cut grass sliced through the air, just as it had on the day of the pig roast to celebrate Victory in Europe a dozen years ago. The women had trooped proudly through the village bearing great dishes of food cobbled together from whatever they could find and cloudy demijohns of homemade wine brewed from crab apples and rosehips. Nobody asked where the fat porker had come from that crackled all day long on a broad hand-turned spit. Every tight-knit community had at least one secret pig on the go, and the villagers had been faithfully bringing their peelings and neep tops to the back of the butcher’s shop ever since rationing was imposed, in return for the occasional parcel of bacon or sausages passed quietly under the counter. The pig roast had been a day of unbridled joy, a day when she, like everyone else around her, had seemed truly happy, without a care in the world. Even her mother had been smiling that day. Sophie stopped at the war memorial on the corner of the green and read the names more recently etched into the stone, adding to the register of village sons who had sacrificed their lives in the name of liberty. Instinctively, she bowed her head to the ground and offered a moment’s prayer before moving on.


All too soon, she had arrived at Ranmore, a sunken whitewashed cottage dating back to the English Civil War, three centuries of history absorbed into its thick timber bones. The gate had opened soundlessly, the once broken hinge repaired, and Sophie had walked up the path before hesitating at the lion’s mouth.


A shadow fell over her, a sense of foreboding so strong that she felt herself shiver. She should not have come. There would be nothing here but heartache, yet she was weary of it, sick and tired of the guilt that had followed her around so relentlessly, the nagging thorn in her side that reminded her persistently of her dereliction, the fact that she had not done all she could to make things right. She had taken the coward’s way out, still afraid of the shadows, only to find years later that her past had festered like a sore that refused to heal. It was time to draw a line, time to move on and to make her peace with the devil. She took a deep breath and held it.


Her hand reached up to the brass ring, two sharp raps clattering out of the lion’s mouth into the empty street. Movement came from inside. The door opened, and Sophie’s heart caught in her chest.


‘Hello, Mother,’ she said.


Sophie steadied herself, remembering to breathe, shaken by the sight of her. The initial shadow of stunned shock on her mother’s pale, bloated face passed quickly. She stood, rooted to the spot, and declined to smile.


‘It’s been a long time,’ Sophie said.


Her mother looked her up and down, eyes raking over her. ‘I always knew you’d be back.’


The two women stared at each other. Veronica Schofield’s figure had broadened appallingly over the last decade, her hips a good deal heavier than any woman should carry, her waist a thick bulge of disinterest beneath the floral-print house dress that had seen better days. She had cut her hair off too, the neat bun she used to wear now replaced with a short, stiff permanent wave, run through with a great deal of grey, rinsed an unnatural shade of blue.


‘I’ll understand if you would prefer that I left,’ Sophie said. Her mother looked at her impassively.


‘No. I won’t do that.’ She stood aside, one hand on the door, and allowed her daughter to pass.


Inside, the cottage unfurled its dim cloak of claustrophobia, the same oppressive dark furniture pressed into the cramped corners, the same cold flagstones that had felt generations of footsteps come and go. Sophie followed her mother into the kitchen, the air tainted by last night’s supper, or today’s lunch perhaps, a faintly stale aroma that might have been boiled cabbage or thick, salty gravy. The crucifix above the doorway had slipped partially from its nail, and hung at an awkward angle, as though about to fall.


‘Where’s Granny?’ Sophie asked.


‘Dead,’ her mother said, turning her back on her. ‘Seven years ago.’


‘Oh.’ Sophie shifted uncomfortably. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


Her mother smiled thinly, lifting the heavy lid from the hotplate on the wood-fired range, sliding the kettle on to it. ‘Are you indeed?’


Sophie sat at the table, the low ceiling bearing down on her. ‘What happened?’


‘She died,’ her mother said flatly. ‘That’s what happens when old people have their lives torn to pieces. At least I was here to care for her. Thank God she had a daughter she could rely upon.’ Veronica Schofield busied herself, warming the teapot, setting out cups and making much ceremony of unnecessary quarter plates and a fussy arrangement of plain arrowroot biscuits. ‘Still, that’s all done with now. We won’t dwell on it.’


‘You might have let us know,’ Sophie said.


‘Whatever for? It’s not as though you would have come to the funeral, is it?’


‘That’s not what I meant.’


‘And how was I supposed to know where you were anyway?’


‘You’ve always known where we were.’


‘Of course I haven’t.’


‘The letters from your solicitor never had any trouble finding us.’


‘That was different,’ her mother said, turning her back on her daughter again, watching the kettle boil. ‘There were matters to be settled.’


‘And once they were settled? What then? I never heard a word from you.’


A silence fell over the kitchen, Sophie feeling an unexpected tug of sadness at the loss of a grandmother she had never felt quite belonged to her. Granny Gasson had been a distant woman, her husband’s name etched into the village memorial where she would lay flowers on his birthday each year in the absence of a grave. Only once did she come to visit them at their house in Islington where Sophie had grown up, saying simply that she couldn’t abide the journey or London’s filth. Nor did she invite them to Ranmore until the war forced her hand. Sophie had but one vague memory of that first meeting with her grandmother, a fleeting childhood moment that couldn’t have lasted more than two hours, involving a homemade cake served silently while she sat awkwardly and tried not to fidget. Then the war came, and before Sophie knew it, her father had been whisked away from them along with every other able-bodied man in the street, and she and her mother had been ordered to get out of London. They had thrown dust sheets over the furniture before boarding a train at Paddington and moving into the cottage with Granny. They would be safe in the depths of Wiltshire. There was nothing there to bomb.


Sophie’s grandmother had turned out to be pleasant enough, although she clearly preferred solitude and generally kept her affections to herself. Her mere presence was all that Sophie had needed, the silent witness whom she could sit near to when her mother’s temper frayed. And now she was dead. Sophie looked around the sunless kitchen and sighed to herself, thinking of her grandmother having gone to her grave after hearing heaven only knows what about her only grandchild. It left her heart heavy, and she felt ashamed. All the way here on the train this morning, she had assumed that Granny would still be around, a white-haired old lady sitting in the garden perhaps, on a comfortable wicker chair with a knitted blanket across her knees. Sophie hoped that her passing had come to her without pain or suffering, returning her to the husband she had missed so much.


‘That’s the way you wanted it, dear.’ Veronica Schofield spooned a short measure of loose leaves into the pot and took the kettle from the stove, lagging the handle with a thick cloth. ‘When I left India, it was perfectly clear to me that you would choose to stay with your father, so I thought it best to leave you both to it.’ Boiling water steamed from the spout. ‘I was made quite ill with it all and I didn’t have the energy to argue with either of you. There was nothing more I could do, and that’s the end of the matter.’


Veronica Schofield stole a glance at her daughter’s reflection in the small mirror set into the dresser. She’d always known Sophie would come back eventually, tail between her legs, and had spent many an evening staring hypnotically into the blackened window of the small wood-burner in the tiny sitting room, wondering what she would say when that day finally came, rehearsing her responses, turning each one over in her head. Children know nothing of the suffering that is born of raising them. They run around oblivious, sucking every ounce of life from their mother without a single care for the destruction they wreak. It was a thankless task, yet she had done her best and she would not be made to feel one iota of remorse for the actions she had taken. She had given of herself quite enough, to no avail, raising her child in the fear of God, for all the good it had done her.


Mrs Schofield stirred the leaves and lidded the pot, then hung the cloth over the wooden jenny above the range, glancing at her daughter as she did so. Sophie seemed respectable enough, she supposed, and she had kept her figure by the looks of it. No wedding ring, she noticed. But that was to be expected after what had happened. As much as it had served as a just punishment, Mrs Schofield couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for her daughter, for the mess she had gone and made of her life. She would be twenty-eight now, which was almost thirty, and everybody knew that thirty was too old for any family-minded man to settle upon. She turned from the dresser’s reflection and approached the table.


‘I suppose you’ve come all this way to blame me for your woes, expecting me to pick up the pieces.’ Depositing the cosied teapot on the table between them, she sat solidly on a chair, pouring for them both.


‘Not at all,’ Sophie said. She felt tired suddenly, drained, as though someone had siphoned her blood. The sharpness of her mother’s voice. It brought it all back.


‘And you needn’t bother to offer me your apologies either,’ her mother said. ‘What’s done is done and there’s no point in raking over old coals.’


‘That’s not what I came here for.’


‘Well, it certainly took you long enough, didn’t it?’


‘Sorry,’ Sophie said.


‘Never mind. I suppose it’s all water under the bridge now.’


‘Yes. I suppose it is.’


‘No husband, I see.’ Her mother slid an upward glance towards Sophie’s left hand.


‘No.’


A long minute passed, cups filled, too hot to drink.


‘I haven’t any cake to offer you. I don’t bother with baking anymore. There doesn’t seem to be much point now that I’m on my own.’ She paused for a moment, as if waiting for Sophie to commiserate with her. ‘I suppose I could pop along to the baker’s if you’d like something.’


‘No thank you.’


‘Watching your figure, I expect.’ She cast Sophie a short smile. ‘You’re looking well enough, although I have to say that lipstick is rather severe.’ Sophie found herself pressing her lips together, as if to minimise their offence. ‘Marriage isn’t for everyone, of course. I might have stayed unmarried myself had I known what would be expected of me.’


Sophie looked at her mother wearily.


‘Was it really so terrible?’


‘I always did my best for you, and for your father.’ Veronica sat with her tea, cup hovering before her mouth. ‘Nobody could have blamed me for leaving. I’d rather have died than stay in that godforsaken place.’


Sophie sighed inwardly. This was exactly what she had wanted to avoid. Or perhaps it was precisely what she had needed to test, to see if it had been her imagination, the misery her mother broadcast like seed to the wind. It had seemed like the right thing to do yesterday, as she sat with her monumental decision, that she should finally make the journey she had put off for so long and reconcile with her mother, that she should clear the air and tell her of her news in the hope of encouraging a new beginning. Surely they could salvage something from the wreckage of their relationship? She knew how difficult it had all been, but in spite of everything, she had missed her. She had missed having a mother.


‘I always knew it would come to no good.’ Mrs Schofield spoke into her teacup. ‘After everything I did for him, all those years of sacrifice thrown back in my face.’


‘That’s unfair.’


‘Unfair? I’ll tell you what’s unfair.’ The cup clattered to its saucer. ‘It’s unfair to have to go through the humiliation of divorcing an adulterous man after taking solemn vows in the presence of God! He never should have asked it of me.’


‘He wasn’t adulterous.’


‘Oh yes he was, and everybody knows it.’


‘You were never happy together. I don’t know why you married him in the first place.’


‘Happy?’ She smiled coldly. ‘Happiness has nothing to do with it, my dear. I did my duty, to you, to your father, and to my mother, and what thanks did I ever get?’


A gulf of silence opened up between them again. Sophie stared at the table, scrubbed clean with a heavy brush as it had always been, its dry wooden surface yearning for a lick of linseed oil and a soft cloth.


The divorce had ruined her father. Against everyone’s advice, he had insisted they bring the whole sorry business to a close, offering to grant his estranged wife anything she wanted in settlement, just to get it over with quickly. At first, her mother had refused to even consider it, reaching conveniently to her religious beliefs while Sophie’s father dug deeper and deeper, signing everything away from a distance of seven thousand miles. When there was nothing left for him to give, Veronica capitulated, and he provided her with irrefutable evidence for a petition by admitting to a fictitious adulterous affair. She would not lose face, he promised her, and she could tell people whatever she wanted. It had seemed to him the most honourable solution, to create one final act of deception that would end it all with as little fallout as possible. He hadn’t cared what it cost him, only that he be free of her, released from the spectre of misery that had been his constant companion for twenty years. Sophie was not supposed to have known about any of it, but she had seen the lawyer’s letters while tidying her father’s study, his chaotic approach to paperwork far too haphazard to keep secrets safe for long. Her heart had bled for him as he signed away all that was his and told her not to worry.


‘Let’s not argue,’ Sophie said.


‘No. Let’s not.’ Her mother pushed her teacup away. ‘There’s no point in crying over spilt milk, and I won’t turn you away now that you’ve finally come back, although I expect plenty of mothers would. You can have your old room. I keep the sewing machine in there nowadays, but you can move it to the little bedroom if you want to.’ She got up from the table and went to the sink. ‘But I won’t have you idling around. They’re looking for seasonal workers up at Hawthorn Farm. There’s a notice about it in the post office window. Mrs Milner will be bound to have something to tide you over until you find your feet.’


‘Mother …’


‘I suppose I shall have to think of something to say to the neighbours now that you’ve turned up out of the blue. And don’t expect everyone to take to you straight away either.’ She kept her eyes fixed on the sink, rinsing out a milk bottle already clean, setting it on the drainer. ‘They know very well the mill I’ve been put through, being left high and dry like that, abandoned by my own husband and daughter. It’s taken years for me to restore my dignity. People were very supportive and sympathetic, but I could see only too well that the idea of a woman being divorced made some of them very uncomfortable indeed. It was months before I could show my face in church without suffering all that whispering.’


‘Mother,’ Sophie said. ‘I came here to tell you something.’


‘I should have thought about it before. Where else were you going to end up? There was a time when I wouldn’t even have answered the door to you, and I would have been perfectly within my rights not to. Nobody knows the ins and outs of what happened, of course, and I won’t have it mentioned either. I’ve had quite enough of people gossiping behind my back.’


Sophie watched her mother as she fussed with the tea towel, and knew that there was no point in continuing. Nothing had changed; nothing at all. The intervening years had lent her mother only a headful of grey hair and a calcified perspective. The same feelings of dread pulled Sophie down like a lead weight, the air sucked from the room.


Outside, the rain had begun. Not like the fat, warm droplets that spattered a deafening percussion against the tropical rooftops under an Indian monsoon, but the persistent drone of a half-hearted drizzle tap-tapping against the window panes. Her mother saw the taxi draw up outside and peered out of the window, holding back the lace curtain.


‘Hello?’ she said. ‘What on earth is that doing there?’


Sophie rose quietly from the table and picked up her handbag. Her mother turned quickly towards her. For a moment she stood frozen, silent, and looked at her daughter strangely, as though confused. Briefly, Sophie thought that she saw something pass across her mother’s face, something that seemed almost like panic.


‘Sophie?’


Sophie faced her mother. There were so many things she had come to say. She could feel them rising out of her chest now, the words all but forming on her lips, yet only two came out, exhaled softly, without expression.


‘Goodbye, Mother.’


She walked out of the door, not bothering to close it behind her, not once glancing over her shoulder as her mother called her name.
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The Maharaja’s Palace
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There are those who like to think that the British once ruled India, but this is not so. Truth be known, they barely commanded half of it, the rest belonging to the princes and nizams, the maharajas and maharanas. Over six hundred princely states of varying sizes remained regally detached, behaving as independent, autonomous kingdoms. Some flourished under great rulers who spread peace and prosperity, dispensing protection and justice to their subjects in unequal measure. Others struggled along under tinpot rajas who adopted hedonistic lifestyles and cared nothing much for their people. Renowned for trying to outdo each other with legendary acts of excess, many drank themselves to death in the process, purchasing Rolls-Royce motorised elephants a dozen at a time while their people starved. Some rulers were tyrannical, others saintly, but most fell somewhere between the two extremes.


Within these princely states, great palaces were built. Among them were those that rose from the plains, carved from gigantic stone slabs and constructed with such precision that they had no need for mortar. Others were set within enormous fortresses, perched on mountainous terrain, their ramparts stretching to the horizon and back with towering minarets crested with golden turrets. A palace might even be seen to float upon water, casting its reflection amid a lake of lotus flowers, appearing as a shimmering mirage through the morning mists. Each palace was the statement of its ruler, an embodiment of their wealth and godliness. The greater the riches and power, the more impressive the construction. Some royal households required five thousand staff to run them, others as few as seven hundred. Astonishing grandeur could be taken as a given. It was merely a matter of scale.


Born into a life of luxury, many maharajas had been reared to believe themselves demigods. Whether old or young when they assumed authority, they often did so whimsically. Self-indulgent, idle lives brought on old age quickly, a trait often passed down the bloodline, with certain dynasties famed for their early deaths and epicurean misrule. This maharaja was not quite so self-obsessed, but even here, in a lesser-known principality overlooking the dry plains that stretched down to the delta, his kingdom shall remain anonymous, for the family survive to this day, and no passage of time could be long enough to intrude upon the privacy of a royal dynasty. No records were permitted, not even an image of the palace itself, photographed only as a reflection in a mirror, lest any part of the Maharaja’s greatness be captured and carried away by the camera.


His Highness was renowned for his penchant for pomp and ceremony, with a great deal of inconvenience thrown to his staff for good measure. His entourage was rarely fewer than thirty in number: ministers of the state government, sometimes the dewan himself, a handful of nobles of varying importance, perhaps a guest or two who might happen to be visiting the Maharaja at the time. They would travel like the great nomadic caravans of the Arabian deserts, under the watchful eye of the head of the household, who would orchestrate the ADCs and chefs and valets, the guardsmen and bearers, the maids and sweepers.


Reputations were lavishly displayed, and it was not unusual for the Maharaja to change his mind over the most complex of arrangements, sometimes several times in one day, throwing the palace into skittering uproar, instigating packing and unpacking, keeping everyone waiting for days on end. Trains were summoned and left idling at the Maharaja’s private halt for weeks, guards assembled, the engine keeping up steam and His Highness nowhere to be seen. When he did eventually appear, everyone in his presence would stoop down and touch the ground three or four times and then salute with both hands to their foreheads. But the Maharaja was far too exalted to notice their greetings, such was the insignia of his greatness.


The British among the Maharaja’s staff did not stoop to the ground, of course. They would bow, or curtsey, just low enough to exhibit their respect without kowtowing to the point of humiliation. The Maharaja preferred that certain positions be held by Britishers, and insisted upon an English comptroller, responsible for ordering and maintaining stores and overseeing the general running of the palace, a fleet of lesser staff beneath him. The Maharaja’s military secretary was British too, charged with keeping the buildings in pristine condition, supervising the running of the grounds, and acting as an hotelier in seeing to the accommodations of the constant flow of guests, their daily banqueting arrangements and entertainments. Below the military secretary were the aides-de-camp, the ADCs, who would be assigned to attend to distinguished guests, meeting and greeting, acting as envoys for the Maharaja, who had not yet perfected the art of being in two places at once, despite his godliness. The Maharaja also required the services of three doctors: two Western, and one Indian Ayurvedic for those of his household who remained mistrustful of the modern ways, himself included. Only the Ayurvedic appreciated that the Maharaja’s bodily apparatus and digestion was not the same as ordinary people’s because he was an aristocrat.


Dr Schofield had arrived to replace the outgoing Dr Castle, whose services had been dispensed with after an unfortunate business with the Second Maharani. Bill Castle had served as a field medic in the Japanese theatre of war, and had met George Schofield in Kohima, in the far north-east of India, in 1944, shortly after being shot. Schofield had pulled the bullet out of his shoulder and patched him up just nicely, and the two doctors had become firm friends. After the rumpus with the Maharani, the palace’s senior physician, Dr Reeves, had scratched his head and wondered aloud where on earth they were going to find a replacement, given the short notice and the nature of India’s current situation. Bill had immediately suggested the position be offered to his friend Schofield. Judging by the most recent letter Bill had received, enclosed with a Christmas card that December, things hadn’t worked out too well for George since he’d demobbed and gone back to Blighty. A stint in India might be exactly what the man needed, and there was a very comfortable living to be had out here, if one could put up with the Second Maharani’s endless dramatics and imaginary ailments. A telegram was dispatched at once.


Things had been pretty grim after the war for Dr Schofield. While his wife and daughter sat out the Blitz in Granny Gasson’s cottage in Wiltshire, their street in London had been bombed. Nobody was killed in the raid, but a few days later, the Luftwaffe managed to wipe out four of their neighbours in one fell swoop. At the first groaning wail of the klaxon over the borough, Mrs Leonard had taken shelter in her coal cellar, despite the constant warnings that it was no substitute for the depths of the tube station. She would not leave her home, she had declared, for it had been built by the Victorians and was therefore as solid as the empire itself. Mrs Banks, the local midwife, had been in the throes of delivering a difficult birth five doors down. There was no way to move the mother, the child moments away, and Mrs Banks had refused to leave as the bombs rained down. Nobody knew whether the child had lived to take its first breath. Everyone in the house had perished.


Their street half obliterated, there was nothing much for the Schofield family to stay for, so when the telegraph came early one morning, George Schofield had made the decision before he had tapped the top of his soft-boiled egg. Sophie had finished with school. There was no point in her staying on for further exams. With all the upheavals of the last few years, it was unsurprising that her results had been so disastrous, adding to the general air of gloom that had settled upon the family once the war had blown over and he had returned from overseas. So India it was for the three of them, in the grandest possible style, and Dr Schofield was determined to make a success of it, despite his wife’s protestations. Veronica would come round soon enough. It was only natural that she had become so very out of sorts, particularly after his long absences while serving abroad, but he had hoped that things might have improved between them by now. Sophie had been badly affected by it all too. They would be able to make a fresh start here, to leave the past behind and to become a family again, and that was all that mattered to him.


Sophie crossed the blue courtyard, the high yellow sun bouncing shining rays through the water dancing in its fountain. She found the heat exhilarating, adoring the way it seeped right through her, warming her bones. Her mother had told her to stay out of the sun, and to cover her skin and wear a hat whenever she went outside. Sophie’s head was bare. If questioned about it when she returned, she would say that she had forgotten her hat, or pretend that she had remained indoors.


Through the courtyard, past the first row of pillars, Sophie turned left, determined to find the ADCs’ room. She was not entirely clear on the directions, the palace being a very confusing place, but she had needed to get out of their apartments. Her mother had been tetchy with her all morning, and Mrs Ripperton, wife to the first ADC, had told Sophie that she was welcome to stop by there any time for a cup of tea and a chat. Sophie had tried to find it yesterday, but had become completely discombobulated and had ended up in a huge billiard room hung with dozens of hunting trophies and carved, silver-mounted elephant tusks. Not that she minded her accidental detours in the least. The palace was like a vast wonderland of exotic treasures, and she thought that even if she died and went to heaven, it could never be a paradise such as this. She had even had a maid for a short while before her mother had dismissed her, insisting that her presence was an unnecessary and vulgar indulgence that would give Sophie ideas above her station and turn her into a sloth. But Veronica Schofield had retained her own maid, a young woman she kept at arm’s length and made no attempt to communicate with other than to point and bark single words of instruction that the poor girl had no hope of comprehending.


As a child, Sophie had marvelled at the sight of fairy-tale castles of the sort illustrated in books like Sleeping Beauty, with forest-bound high white walls and round turrets topped with soaring Bavarian cones, but they were nothing in comparison to this. She could scarcely conceive of the imagination that could have built such a wonderful sight. It seemed to her as though it had risen miraculously out of the vast landscape, bringing with it all the gold and silver and precious stones that the earth could yield, setting them into the very walls. And the size of it! Although she had been assured by their bearer that it was quite modest in comparison to the great palaces of the more famous princely states. When they had first arrived, she had asked him how many rooms there were and had been told, quite simply, hundreds. Whether or not this was true, she could not say, as she had quickly discovered that there was a great tradition for exaggeration here.


Sophie was glad to be away from England, away from the malaise of a life that had felt like darkness closing in around her. The move had come just in time. She could not have gone on like that indefinitely, treading water day by day, watching the clock, longing for the year to turn when she could finally leave home and make her own way in the world. Each year had felt like an aeon, as though she were treading the boards in the same old theatre night after night, going through the motions of an endless dress rehearsal that might never see its opening night. On the morning of her eighteenth birthday, the milestone she had been waiting for, her mother had refused to acknowledge it, insisting that her coming-of-age was still a full three years away. Sophie would not step out of their sight until she was twenty-one, for that was the way it had been for Veronica, and she saw no reason why it should be any different for her daughter. Sophie’s heart had sunk, but then they had come here, on a first-class ticket, and the dark clouds that hung over her had lifted.


Sophie followed the bleached stone pathway, retracing her steps from yesterday, thinking that she should turn right at the second fountain, not left. If she went straight on, the path would eventually split and lead on to the formal Moghul gardens that stretched out before the palace, and she had already been that way. She made a mental note of her position and wondered just how long it would take before a person learned their way around the place properly. Months, she expected. Rounding a corner, a sweeper jumped to attention, startled by her sudden appearance, and stepped off the path, making way for her.


‘Namaste!’ she said. The sweeper mumbled beneath his hat and bowed to her as she passed. Sophie bit the inside of her lip and tried not to smile. That was about the hundredth time someone had bowed to her since they had been here, and she would never get over the thrill of it. It made her feel like royalty.


Turning right at the next fountain, she followed a cloistered walkway, decorated with gods and goddesses hewn into the walls. She passed them without stopping, feeling relatively confident that she would be successful in finding her way today if only she could keep her wits about her and concentrate on where she was going rather than being distracted every few yards by some new curiosity. The palace was filled with them at every turn, from the translucent carnelian flowers inlaid into the stone paths, to the endless corridors lined with miles of fine rugs and chandeliers and treasures of every description.


Without realising, Sophie wandered deep into the palace’s maze, staring up at the paintings, marvelling at the ornate carvings, barely noticing how far she had ambled. Before she knew it, she was hopelessly lost. The unmistakable sound of voices came towards her; women, their tuneful language scattering through the echoing corridor, gay laughter, a delicate tinkling of tiny bells. Sophie stood rigid, not daring to breathe.


She looked around, panicked, fearful of what would happen should she be caught. Nobody was allowed to see the palace women. Nobody. It was one of the rules that had been emphasised before they had even set one foot across the threshold. The women belonged to the Maharaja, and once they became his possessions, they were locked away for life, never to be seen again by anyone outside, shielded behind the fretworked portals of their private inner sanctum, the zenana. Men had been killed for attempting to set eyes on a maharani, and there were stories of how their male slaves were blinded and castrated so that they might serve the women without seeing or feeling. Thinking quickly, Sophie threw herself into the shadow of an alcove, flattening herself against the cool stone wall, praying that they would either overlook her or pass the other way. The voices neared, the agony of every long second stretching out like an eternity as she waited there, heart leaping about in her chest. She looked around in desperation, wishing that the wall would just open up and swallow her.


There are a thousand places to hide in a palace, if you know where to look. Jag knew every stone of it like the back of his hand, having been born within its confines and raised there since infancy, being mothered by all the womenfolk of its servants’ quarters, who greeted him tenderly and spoiled him with sweets. He had never known his mother, never seen her likeness, although his father would sometimes compare her to a figure in a painting, or tell the stories of when they were young and happy in their faraway land, before he was born. Jag imagined it all, until every moment of it became as embedded in him as a true memory, gathered by his own jiva, from the days it had spent walking on this earthly plain.


Jag had been permitted to wander wherever he wanted as a boy, and had even been encouraged to play with the Maharaja’s children on occasion. But to play with them had proved impossible, as there was nothing even remotely normal about them. Of course, they had thought of themselves as perfectly normal in their fine clothes and gilded cockades, which made matters even worse. There was nothing normal about a child being saluted at every turn and having their every whim fulfilled since the moment of first breath, or stepping in and out of the palace gates just for fun, forcing the royal buglers to trumpet their arrival again and again. There was nothing normal about being given a pet leopard cub for your seventh birthday, or shooting your first tiger at twelve. There was nothing normal about any of it, unless you were a prince or a princess, and Jag was neither of these things. He was the son of a servant, an important servant, he liked to think, but a servant nevertheless.


As Jag grew up and the Maharaja’s children were sent off to study in the great schools and universities of Europe, he had missed them not one little bit, keeping to his own studies, diligently following his father’s advice that he should take whatever education he could from this brief part of his life and grow up to be a good man, to honour the memory of his mother. When he was not studying he would work, in some part of the palace, its outbuildings or its sprawling grounds, doing whatever his father required of him. His was a busy life, his father cautious of the risks of idleness, allowing little time for his son to wander from the righteous road of useful purpose. It would be his passport to a good life, his father frequently reminded him, for he was soon to take his place in this world as every young man should.


Pinned against the wall, Sophie became aware of a small movement. A door she had not noticed, set into the marble behind her, opened the tiniest crack. She braced herself for her imminent discovery, her heart flying into her mouth. The door opened an inch further, so slowly that she could hardly bear it, and from the darkness a pair of green eyes appeared, set into the smiling face of an Indian youth of about her own age. She looked at him in desperation. He lifted a finger and pressed it to his lips. Opening the door a little further, he stole a brief glance into the corridor, jerked back quickly and beckoned Sophie inside. Silently, gratefully, she slipped into the gap. He pulled the slab of marble closed and slid open a hatch, revealing a delicately worked panel, a shaft of light flooding into their hidden chamber, patterning the wall behind them in a bright lattice of lace-thin lines. He stood back and gestured Sophie towards the small window, inviting her to enjoy the view. The voices grew louder as the women approached, the music of heavy jewellery jangling with each step, and then, like a painting floating into view, Sophie caught a glimpse of the first Her Highness and her entourage.


She had never seen such finery in all her life. Not even in books and picture magazines. Not even in the museums and galleries her father had taken her to as a child. They moved as one, like a bird of paradise, aflame with colour, their movements as graceful as a company of dancers, wrists laden with thick golden bangles, fingers and toes adorned with jewelled rings. Their saris shimmered in the softened light, drifting cloud-like around painted faces, and through the ancient fretwork panel crept invisible tendrils of exotic perfume, rich and heavy. On they glided, this glorious sight, along the corridor of treasures and the miles of cashmere rugs, past the sculptures and the paintings, the music of their voices fading with their disappearing figures. Sophie stared out through the panel, mesmerised, and felt as though she had just witnessed a spectacle that no eyes before hers had ever seen. Soon the corridor became quiet again. She turned to the youth, who was now little more than a dark shadow behind her.


‘Aap ki merbani,’ she said awkwardly, tripping over the impossible words she had tried so hard to embed.


‘You are welcome,’ he replied.


‘You speak English?’ After struggling along with the servants for the last fortnight with nothing but a hopelessly inadequate phrase book to help her, a tiny and rather useless volume entitled Hindustani Without A Master, giving instruction on phrases such as the boat is sinking and do you sell socks, Sophie didn’t even attempt to mask her surprised delight at finding somebody she could actually talk to. She stared at him, astonished.


‘Wait for a little while,’ he said to her, his face opening into a big smile filled with fun and mischief. ‘Your eyes will soon get used to the darkness.’


Sophie did as he suggested, the dimness around them slowly revealing itself as a series of uniform shadows along a walkway that ran as far as her eyes could make out.


‘Come,’ he said. ‘We go along here.’ He led the way carefully along the narrow passageway, checking for her constantly behind him.


‘Where does it lead to?’


‘Anywhere you want to go. The palace is full of hidden passages and secret chambers.’


‘Who uses them?’


‘No one. Not anymore. They used to be used by the servants, who were supposed to remain invisible, but that was in the old days, maybe hundreds of years ago. Most of them have been forgotten now.’


Sophie followed tentatively behind him, barely able to see her feet, one hand trailing along the wall to orientate herself. His footsteps slowed and halted.


‘Stop here for a moment,’ he said. ‘I want to show you something.’ There came the sound of a match striking, bursting a sudden flare of yellow light into the darkness, illuminating his face. ‘Look.’ He held the flame near the wall, revealing ancient marks scratched into it. ‘These are hundreds of years old.’


‘Who made them?’


‘I don’t know.’


Sophie stared in wonder, reaching out a finger to trace over a faint line of script. ‘What does it say?’


‘I don’t know. It is written in dialect.’


The match burned down and went out, plunging them into darkness again.


‘This way,’ he said, making off once more. Sophie followed gingerly, her eyes readjusting to the gloom, through which she could just about decipher the vague shape of him before her. They came to a junction, two doors set into the walls, demarcated by the slender white outline of light that seeped through the tiny gaps. ‘We go this way,’ he said.


By the time they reached their destination, a door at the end of another long passageway, Sophie was thoroughly muddled. The youth turned to her in the shadows, sliding back the panel behind another fretwork hatch. He peered through, listening intently for a while.


‘There’s no one here,’ he said, and pushed the door open.


Together they emerged into a tranquil courtyard of black and white marble, where, in a flood of blinding sunshine, steps led down into a classic Italianate water garden, an oasis, lush with fragrant flowers, heavy blooms laden with perfumed petals, timid orchids clinging to the trunks of nimbu trees, peeping through. In the centre of it all sat a lotus pond, the gentle sound of water trickling from pool to pool, surrounded by rising columns replicated from a leather-bound architectural volume in the Maharaja’s library, garnished with Rajput designs. A heavenly scent hung on the still air, unwavering. Sophie’s mouth opened, speechless. She saw that he was looking at her. He seemed pleased.


‘I’m Sophie,’ she said, putting out her hand. He looked at it, but did not take it.


‘My name is Jagaan Ramakrishnan.’ He introduced himself with an unintelligible tangle of words and a small bow. ‘But you can call me Jag.’


‘How do you do?’ Sophie attempted a short curtsey, unsure of the correct mode of salutation for someone who refused to shake hands. ‘You live here in the palace?’


‘Yes.’ He hesitated. ‘Well, not quite in the palace as such. We live in one of the staff quarters, behind the pilkhana, the elephant house. My father is one of the Maharaja’s bearers.’


‘Really? Have you ever met the Maharaja?’


‘Oh yes. Many times.’


‘What is he like?’


‘Fat.’ Jag ballooned his arms. ‘And very wealthy.’


‘I can see that.’ Sophie gazed around the water garden, the walls ornamented with pretty alcoves decorated with arabesques of different-coloured stones. ‘I never quite believed that places like this really existed.’


‘We have lots of palaces in India. This one is not so grand. There are many others that are far bigger.’


‘Are we allowed to be in here?’


‘No,’ he said, laughing quietly. The water garden was not a place that one could enjoy often, being a favourite spot of the Second Maharani. Any area that she wished to visit would be evacuated well in advance and attended only by her ladies-in-waiting so that she should not be observed by anyone unauthorised or unworthy of her presence. ‘But I thought you might like to see it. It’s very pretty, isn’t it?’ He detected a glimmer of concern in Sophie’s expression, and felt a pang of worry. ‘You won’t tell anyone, will you?’


‘No!’ Sophie said. ‘Of course not.’ She thought for a moment, unsure of what she should do, given these unexpected circumstances. ‘I hate to think what might have happened if you hadn’t come along and rescued me like that. It’s just that I …’ She broke off. Her mother had been quite clear that she was to stay away from the Indians and she was not to speak to the servants unless she was asking for something. It was too ridiculous for words, yet Sophie did not disobey her mother lightly. She looked at Jag. ‘My father is the new doctor. Dr Schofield. I was trying to find my way to the ADCs’ room and the next thing I knew I was lost again. We’ve been here for a fortnight, but still I keep taking wrong turns or going round in circles.’


‘It’s not so complicated,’ Jag said. ‘All you have to remember is that it is like a big square, with lots of other squares inside it and around it.’


‘Right.’ Sophie nodded as though she understood, because she didn’t wish to appear stupid.


‘It has been added to quite a lot over the years, with extensions being built and alterations being made by the various maharajas, but it all links up. You just have to keep your direction in mind and you will not get lost.’


‘Thank you. I will try to remember that.’


‘So, you are doing something important in the ADCs’ room?’


‘Oh no, no, not really. Mr Ripperton’s wife, Mrs Ripperton, she said I could pop in there whenever I wanted to, and I didn’t really have anything else to do today, and I was …’ She trailed off again, not wanting to say that she was feeling bored and lonely, or that her mother was not speaking to her, and that she didn’t know what to do with herself. ‘I was hoping that there might be some other young people here that I might make friends with, but it seems that I’m the only one. My mother thinks I should be volunteering at the Baptist mission every day.’ She frowned a little and chewed the corner of her lip. ‘It’s been a little bit difficult, getting used to somewhere new, especially when there’s no one to talk to.’


‘You can talk to me if you want to,’ Jag said with a half-hearted shrug. ‘I don’t mind. I like speaking English.’


Sophie looked at him again. He had the most extraordinary eyes she had ever seen: deep green, like jewels. It was the first time she had ever really looked into an Indian face, seeing the sculpt of high cheekbones, the richness of the colour of his skin, the whiteness of his teeth, the jet black of his shining hair. Tall and slender, with an easy, fluid grace to his movements and a gentle manner, this was not what she had expected at all, not after everything her mother had said about savagery and ignorance.


She wondered if she should say anything, if she should mention what her mother had told her, but it seemed so wrong. Anyway, why shouldn’t she talk to him? He was nice, and he had saved her skin, and so what if he was Indian? They were in India, after all, so who else was she supposed to make friends with? Her mother would be furious, but that would be nothing new. Everything Sophie did was wrong anyway, and she had grown tired of the constant criticism of her endless misdeeds in her mother’s eyes. Before she could stop herself, the words tumbled out.


‘My mother said that I’m not supposed to make friends with the servants.’


Sophie hoped that her term, to make friends, would sound less offensive than the outright declaration that she wasn’t allowed to even speak to them unless she had to. Jag stepped back from her and looked at the ground. Sophie sensed immediately that her words had been hurtful, and she wished that she could snatch them back, saying quickly, ‘But she’s been in a bad mood ever since we got here and we’ve never been to India before, or rather, my father has, but we haven’t. She didn’t even want to come, but my father said we had to.’


‘It’s all right,’ Jag said quietly. ‘I do not want you to get into any trouble.’


‘Don’t be silly.’ Sophie decided to brush her concerns aside. ‘Just this morning I was wondering how I was going to manage being stuck here for six whole months when there was nothing to do and no one to talk to, and now look. Here I am, in this lovely garden, standing here and talking to you. I have even seen one of the maharanis today!’


‘You must do as your parents tell you,’ Jag said.


‘Do you always do as your mother says, even if she is wrong?’


‘I do not have a mother. She died when I was born.’


‘Oh!’ A blush came violently to her cheeks. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to …’


‘Please, do not apologise. You didn’t know, and I am not sad about it. I never knew her, so I never missed her.’


A pause hung over them, Sophie suddenly feeling as uncomfortable as he looked.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘About what I said about not making friends with the Indians.’


‘Servants,’ Jag said. She looked at him. ‘You said servants, not Indians.’


‘Oh.’ She squirmed under her embarrassment. ‘Sorry. Now I’ve offended you even more.’


‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘My father wouldn’t want me to make friends with you either.’


‘Why?’ Sophie said, feeling suddenly indignant. ‘Because I’m English?’


‘Yes. And because you’re a girl. It is indecent.’


‘Indecent?’


‘Of course! Everybody knows how you English girls all have hundreds of boyfriends and go out dancing and drinking and seeing the pictures in the dark without a chaperone. An Indian girl would not even be permitted to speak to a boy, let alone to make friends with them.’


‘Well that’s just ridiculous.’


‘Ridiculous or not, it is the way of our traditions.’


‘And do you agree with it?’


‘It doesn’t matter if I agree with it. It is the way it is.’


‘Hmph.’ Sophie perched herself on the edge of a balustrade, thinking. ‘You know, what you said is not true. My mother would go mad if I had ever had a boyfriend, so don’t you go thinking that all English girls are like that. We are mostly very prim and proper.’ She found herself straightening her back, sitting more upright as though with a book on her head, and smiled at him. ‘She can be a bit difficult about things.’ She reached a hand to one of the plants, touching the leaves. ‘My father said we needed a change. That’s why we came out here. We were all miserable back in England, what with the shortages and bombed-out streets. This was supposed to be a fresh start, but I think my mother had decided not to like it before we had even left London.’


‘Your father is right,’ Jag said. ‘Change is definitely a good thing. Take my country, for example. India has been waiting for change for generations, and now it is finally coming. The date of independence will be declared very soon, and India shall have her freedom once more. My father is very excited about it. There will be many celebrations, and many changes.’


‘So I’ve heard,’ Sophie said. ‘But aren’t you worried about all that?’


‘Worried? Why should I be?’


‘They say there is going to be lots of trouble and that the politicians are still arguing about who will be in charge.’


‘There won’t be any trouble. Believe me. And what do politicians know? They are just puffing hot air and trying to make themselves look important in the newspapers because they all want to be the first president of the new independent India. Why should there be any trouble when we are finally getting what we wanted and everyone wants the same thing?’ Jag stopped, holding out a silencing hand, listening intently. ‘Quickly,’ he said. ‘I think someone is coming.’


Sophie stood up and followed him to the doorway, the hinged slab of white marble sinking invisibly back into the wall as he closed it behind them.


‘What now?’ she whispered, waiting for her eyes to adjust.


‘Do you want to see some more of the palace?’


‘Yes please.’ She nodded, her heart beating a little faster.


‘We’ll go this way,’ he said. ‘It becomes steep and narrow a little way ahead, so be careful.’


‘Wait! I can’t see a thing!’ Sophie reached out into the darkness, found the looseness of his cotton sleeve, and hung on tightly.


The First Maharani slept badly that night, unable to escape the uncomfortable feeling that a pair of eyes had been watching her today.
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‘Do you know what she tried to have me do yesterday?’ George Schofield gouged his spoon into the rice. ‘Leeches! Leeches, of all things! Can you believe that?’ Mrs Schofield didn’t reply, so Dr Schofield continued, casually to his daughter instead.


He had given them his usual blow-by-blow account of his trials over supper last night, but he chose to reiterate himself to his wife, as if to impress upon her the enormity of the daily burdens placed upon him. It was part of his role as husband and father, to put himself out in order to rise to his responsibilities, thus deserving his wife’s respect, if not her affection. If she had had her way, they would all sit and eat in morbid silence once grace was over, sipping plain water, concentrating mutely on their plates. It was one of the changes he had insisted upon after the move, saying that Sophie was far too old for that sort of disciplinarian nonsense, as indeed was he. It wasn’t normal to suffer a complete lack of social intercourse while breaking bread together, and he’d said there was no need for Veronica to continually behave as though it were the Last Supper every time they sat down to eat.


‘Likes the sight of her own blood. The more dramatic the better. I told her I wouldn’t do it. Not in a million years. We’re not in the dark ages, for heaven’s sake. If that’s the kind of treatment she wants, she can go and try her luck with Dr Patel.’


‘I don’t know why you bother with any of them,’ his wife said. ‘Damned savages.’ She turned to her daughter. ‘And as for you, Mrs Ripperton spent half the morning searching high and low for you. She was under the impression that you were supposed to be going to the mission this afternoon.’


‘I was in the library,’ said Sophie quickly. And so she had been, at least for a few minutes, long enough to snatch a book in evidence of time well invested, rather than the hours she had spent creeping around the palace with Jag again. He had taken her all over, showing her his favourite places: the marble piazza enclosing the orange garden, the formal staterooms, the flower house, the Maharaja’s private study, the ice house dug deep into the earth. Sophie learned that not one stone of the palace had been placed without consulting the highest of authorities, the palace’s very site and position dictated by astrological considerations. She and Jag had arranged to meet again tomorrow morning. The Maharaja was in residence, and Jag had promised to show her something very special if she could get up at the crack of dawn and sneak out early enough.


‘Well, still, you should be ashamed of yourself,’ her mother said. ‘It really was most rude of you. Next time you make an arrangement, you must stick to it. You’ll have to apologise to her tomorrow and make your excuses. How many times must I tell you to make the most of your time here rather than mooning around in a sulk?’


Veronica Schofield took up her glass in agitation and drank a little water. George had had no right to drag them all out here, him and his fine ideas. She had always known that she would dislike India. It was a filthy place. Thankfully they would not be here for long – six months – and she had supposed that the experience might be of some value to Sophie in years to come, that someone might be interested to know that she had experienced India before the place was ruined. It had sounded quite grand when he presented the prospect to her, and indeed it was, in a pagan sort of way. They had been allocated apartments on arrival, a sumptuous suite of rooms with their own kitchen and a full complement of staff. Entirely against the grain of her staunch beliefs, Mrs Schofield had become used to the luxury with alarming ease, although she would never admit to it, of course. It was the people she couldn’t abide. Not a single God-fearing Christian among them.


She put her fork down decisively, her glare pinned on her daughter. ‘You should go and help out in the ADCs’ room tomorrow and improve your typing skills. At least then you’ll come away with something useful when we leave.’


‘What rot!’ her father said. ‘You get in amongst it, my girl, and do whatever you want. You’re a young woman now, and it’s important that you have a ready store of engaging conversation when you get home and start stepping out. Just imagine the stories you will have to tell!’


Sophie sat and thought about the only story that mattered, and she would never tell it to anyone, for it belonged to her, and it had only just begun.


A brown, stick-thin man moved around the palatial room, its ceiling embedded with glinting fragments of mirror. He was naked but for a yellowed threadbare loincloth, made of homespun, tied about his skin and bone, the symbol of deity marked on his forehead, perpendicular lines of white powder, sandalwood paste smeared on his arms and chest.


‘Who is that?’ Sophie whispered to Jag.


‘The Maharaja’s holy man. He is going to perform a ceremony for the Maharaja.’


The priest began to draw on the marble floor, chalking a diagram in thick lines, marking out a grid that looked almost mathematical in its accuracy. Into each corner he placed a coconut, before arranging a number of other things within the space he had demarcated. A vessel of incense, a brass bowl filled with water, a dish of mangoes – not ripe and tight-skinned, but shrivelled up – a bowl of bright yellow flowers and a piece of cloth. In the centre he set down a statue of a goddess on a salver, the figure so small that Sophie could not tell whether it was made of brass or silver, or even gold. Next to it, the holy man placed a sacred papyrus and a small brass bell.


‘Look,’ Jag whispered. Sophie craned into the panel. A rotund man, of no particular height, as wide as he was squat, came into view. A servant stepped forward to remove his gown, a heavy silk coat of sorts, white, with no visible embellishment. Beneath the gown, the Maharaja wore only a plain loincloth, which Sophie thought would have to be about the size of a bedsheet to accommodate his girth. The Maharaja sat on a large cushion set upon the marble floor, at the head of the chalk diagram.


Lighting the bowls of incense with a thin taper, the holy man began to chant, circling the space, punctuating his prayers with a ring of the bell, waving the ritual papyrus over the Maharaja’s head each time he passed him. Sophie watched, spellbound, as the holy man went on ringing his bell, sprinkling water, reciting liturgies, the Maharaja sitting there in a trancelike state. After what seemed like a very long time, the priest’s chanting slowed to a single note, low and resonant, filling the whole room. The bell rang once more. He stopped, pressed his hands together and bowed down low. The Maharaja stood, his servant stepping forward to cloak him, slipping the gown up and on to his thick shoulders before bowing and sliding back. The Maharaja bowed to the holy man, then turned and disappeared from view, leaving the priest to gather up his paraphernalia.


Wide-eyed and smiling, Sophie looked at Jag and pulled a bemused expression. Jag put his finger to his lips and nodded his head towards the darkened corridor, moving off too quickly. Unable to see a thing, Sophie reached out instinctively and slipped her hand into his.
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In sharp contrast to the palace’s opulence, Jag and his father shared one small room in the servants’ quarters, a collection of uniform low-level buildings set at the very periphery of the palace compound, intended to house the imperative staff in a manner convenient to the Maharaja. Not all the servants lived within the grounds. Many relied on the ramshackle dwellings that had sprung up in haphazard fashion, sprawling across the town that had grown up nearby. Jag’s father’s hours were long and unpredictable, often taking him away for extended periods when the Maharaja travelled the country, but never when he went overseas, as he did increasingly often, particularly when there was trouble afoot. Jag’s father would not cross the black water, and this the Maharaja accepted. For a devoted Hindu, to leave India’s holy soil would cause untold offence to the gods, rendering the soul irredeemably lost. The Maharaja got around this by taking as much of his homeland with him as he could, in particular the great silver carriers that would be filled with water brought down from the sacred Mother Ganges. This way he could continue to perform his devotional ablutions without offending the deities, no matter if he was in Patna or Paris.


Jag had spent the morning at the elephant house, washing out the stalls. There was talk that the animals would soon be sold off or sent to zoos, with perhaps just one or two being retained for the sake of posterity. The contents of the pilkhana were testament to a bygone era, of elephants caparisoned with giant silver howdahs and gilded jewellery encrusted with precious and semi-precious stones, huge anklets adorning their painted feet, jewelled plaques on their foreheads. There were trappings for other animals too, the horses, camels and bullocks used to draw the ceremonial carts. The paraphernalia in the pilkhana required constant cleaning, a routine that had continued despite the likelihood that, once the country was reborn, it might never see the light of day again. The thought of it had saddened Jag, that such ancient splendours should have to fade, but there would be no room for them in the new India, the India that would belong to its people.


Sophie’s voice broke into his thoughts.


‘If you could change one thing in the whole wide world, what would it be?’


Sophie dangled her feet in the pool beneath the fountain in the orange garden, Jag sitting propped up against the wall behind her, facing the other way, lost in thought as he so often was, his long legs stretched out on the brief lawn laid out before him in a neatly clipped circle. No one would see them here. The garden was completely walled in, and not overlooked at all: no windows or walkways, no panels or spy holes. Nobody ever went there, except the malis, but only in the early mornings, to tidy and water and take whatever fruit had been ordered by the kitchens.


‘One thing?’ Jag said.


‘Yes.’


‘Hmm.’ He thought about it. ‘I think it would have to be that my mother was still alive, so that my father would be happy.’


‘Oh,’ Sophie said, disappointed that he had chosen something so solemn.


Jag looked up at her, watching her shuffle her feet in the water, her head tilted to one side. He sensed that his answer had not satisfied her.


‘Or I would make it that I had been born rich, like the Maharaja, so that I could spend my time reading great books or entertaining important friends with pig-sticking and tiger hunting.’


‘Where has he gone to this time?’


‘To Simla,’ Jag said, ‘to talk to the Viceroy about the arrangements. Some of the other maharajas have gone too. They’re worried about what will happen to their kingdoms after independence.’


‘Simla. I’ve heard of it. It’s supposed to be very nice there.’


‘It’s where the government goes in the summer. Delhi is much too hot for them. It boils their brains.’


‘Do you know when he’ll be back?’


‘In another week, perhaps. It’s impossible to say. He’s always changing his mind.’


‘You must miss your father when he’s away.’


‘I used to,’ Jag said. ‘But now it is different.’


‘How do you mean?’


Sophie knew exactly what he meant, but she wanted him to say it aloud.


Since his father had gone, they had been as thick as thieves, giving no mind to the time or the arc of the sun as the days came and went. When his father was around, their adventures were restricted to a few stolen hours whenever he could get away. They had taken to hiding notes for each other, tiny slips of paper, folded tightly and pressed into the gap between the stone slabs beneath the enormous marble urn by the path that led to the formal gardens. The area around it was high-planted, with towering palms surrounded by lower shrubs of fragrant hibiscus and showy pink bougainvillea. Sophie checked their secret postbox several times a day, in the hope that she might find a message telling her where they could meet and when. It was difficult for Jag to get away sometimes, as there was always something his father wanted him to do: attend to a chore somewhere, or copy out long passages from books which his father would cast his eye over briefly before throwing away and setting him on the next one. Sophie would have been furious if any parent or indeed teacher had done such a thing to her, and she said so, but Jag didn’t seem to mind. His father expected great things of him in the new India, and his education would lead him to a better future, where he could be a man without a master, if he worked hard enough. One day he might even have servants of his own.


‘You ask too many questions,’ Jag said slyly. ‘You know why I like it when my father is not here. It is the same reason why you like it.’


Sophie laughed, the game over.


‘What about you?’ he asked.


‘What?’


‘If you could change one thing in the whole world, what would it be?’


‘I don’t know really,’ Sophie said. ‘Right now, I’m happy with the way things are.’ As she said it, it dawned on her that this really was the first time in her life that she had ever felt truly happy. She leaned back and looked down at him sitting beneath her, smiling up at her, and they sat like that for a while, keeping their thoughts to themselves. Jag dropped his head and picked at the grass, splitting a blade open with his thumbnail and putting it to his lips, blowing hard, trying to get a squeal out of it.


‘You shouldn’t sit on the grass,’ she said.


‘Why not?’


‘Snakes.’


‘They only bite the English.’ He tried again, a feeble squeak coming from the blade.


‘Seriously. Please don’t sit on the grass. It’s dangerous.’


‘If you insist.’ He pulled himself up by the elbows and sat on the edge of the fountain with her. ‘But you’d have to be very stupid to get bitten by a snake. They’re afraid of people. A snake would only bite you if you marched right into it and took it by surprise. It’s not the snakes you have to worry about. It’s the scorpions.’


‘Scorpions?’


‘Very nasty,’ he said, putting the blade of grass to his lips again. ‘And they’re not afraid of people at all. They’re not afraid of anything. If one of those stings you, you’ve had it.’ He blew another squeal, this time much louder.


‘Really?’ Sophie’s eyes darted to the ground, and she slipped her feet out of the pool and tucked them beneath herself tightly.


‘Oh yes. You are sure of a long and painful death, with hallucinations and convulsions and your whole body on fire. And there is nothing anyone can do to save you, not even a doctor like your father. So you had better be careful.’


‘That’s horrible.’


‘Very horrible.’


‘Do you know anyone who has died from a scorpion?’


‘Oh yes. It happens all the time. People are always treading on them and dying. It usually happens when they get out of bed. Scorpions like to hide in people’s slippers while they are sleeping, and of course the poor person gets out of bed with bare feet, and the next thing they know …’ Jag tossed his head casually and flicked the blade of grass aside.


‘No!’ Sophie stared at him. ‘You’re making it up!’


‘No I’m not. Hey! Look at that!’ Jag bent swiftly to the ground and picked up a stray pebble, partially hiding it in his hand. ‘It’s a scorpion!’


Sophie shrieked and flew up from the fountain’s edge, snatching up her shoes and running for the path. Jag ran after her, hand outstretched, waving the pebble and laughing wildly.


Fiona Ripperton fanned herself as she walked back to her apartments, thinking that she might have a gin and tonic when she got there. It was that time of day. She had given up trying to find Sophie. It was a lost cause.


Mrs Ripperton had come out to India when she was not much older than Sophie was now, and was under no illusion that the girl would be entirely at sea without her guidance. Mrs Schofield didn’t strike her as a particularly maternal sort. A prickly woman, unaffectionate with her family, far too Christian and quick to find fault with her daughter. Fiona Ripperton had always dreamed of having a girl to fuss over rather than the son who had sucked them dry. Oh, she loved him, of course, they both did, but there has to come a time when a mother’s devotion wears a little thin in the face of a committed wastrel. He was his wife’s problem now, a nice Canadian girl who couldn’t have known what she was getting herself into. Mrs Ripperton was in no doubt that Michael had married her on the double-quick so that he could sail away from all the debts and bad feeling he had left in London. Silly boy. They had known they were fighting a losing battle before he turned twenty-five, but what could one do? They threw good money after bad before finally cutting the apron strings on his thirtieth birthday, much to his umbrage. If she could have had her time again as a mother, there were a hundred things she might have done differently, but then, she had finally conceded to herself, the results would probably have been the same. Mrs Ripperton had come to the firm conclusion that some people were just born that way, and that there was very little one could do to alter the pattern laid down by the Creator. But if she had been too loose a parent, then there was one thing of which she was certain. Mrs Schofield had been far too strict. Sophie was as timid as a mouse in her mother’s presence. It was all quite at odds with the bright, cheerful girl who popped her head around the door of the ADCs’ room, volunteering to fetch the tea or to lend a hand with the escalating heap of filing. Popular as sixpence she was, and clearly adoring of her father. Yet the moment Mrs Schofield appeared, she would shrink into the woodwork, barely uttering a word. Too much mothering, Fiona Ripperton said to her husband sometimes, venturing an opinion about how much better a job she would have done of raising a daughter, had they been blessed with one.
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