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    Winston Mawdsley Graham OBE was an English novelist, best known for the series of historical novels about the Poldarks. Graham was born in Manchester in 1908, but moved to Perranporth, Cornwall when he was seventeen. His first novel, The House with the Stained Glass Windows was published in 1933. His first ‘Poldark’ novel, Ross Poldark, was published in 1945, and was followed by eleven further titles, the last of which, Bella Poldark, came out in 2002. The novels were set in Cornwall, especially in and around Perranporth, where Graham spent much of his life, and were made into a BBC television series in the 1970s. It was so successful that vicars moved or cancelled church services rather than try to hold them when Poldark was showing.


    Aside from the Poldark series, Graham’s most successful work was Marnie, a thriller which was filmed by Alfred Hitchcock in 1964. Hitchcock had originally hoped that Grace Kelly would return to films to play the lead and she had agreed in principle, but the plan failed when the principality of Monaco realised that the heroine was a thief and sexually repressed. The leads were eventually taken by Tippi Hedren and Sean Connery. Five of Graham’s other books were filmed, including The Walking Stick, Night Without Stars and Take My Life. Graham wrote a history of the Spanish Armadas and an historical novel, The Grove of Eagles, based in that period. He was also an accomplished writer of suspense novels. His autobiography, Memoirs of a Private Man, was published by Macmillan in 2003. He had completed work on it just weeks before he died. Graham was a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, and in 1983 was honoured with the OBE.
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      BOOK ONE

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    

      I

    


    The Portuguese colony of Goa was taken over by India in the spring of 1961. In 1974 the leading hotel group in India, observing the long stretches of unspoiled beach, the rich vegetation and the good climate of the recent possession, decided to put up a luxury hotel there. It was built on the site of one of the old Portuguese forts erected to protect the colony from Turks, Frenchmen, Englishmen, pirates and other undesirable visitors. There were also wells there, and it had been used as a watering post for sailing vessels calling in on the long voyage back to Portugal.


    The hotel, built with elegance and good taste in such a way as to merge into the countryside, was a great success, and nine years later a number of spacious, self-contained luxury bungalows, each in an acre of garden, were added on the slopes above the hotel. On 13 April 1984, which was a Friday, in one of these superior bungalows, a man and a woman were making love.


    It was four o’clock in the afternoon, the sun beat down out of a sky from which all the colour had been sapped, a fresh breeze was drawn in off the yellow Arabian Sea. The hotel flag fluttered tautly. A surf had grown up along the great flat arc of the beach, creating a fine mist so that one could only see about the first two miles of the lightly bronzed sand.


    Presently the girl moved out of the air-conditioned bedroom, parting the lace curtains as she went to sit on the verandah. The man joined her and rang for tea. Out here the heat met them, but it was not overpowering; the breeze filtered through the eucalyptus trees and the palms, keeping the air warmly light.


    They were silent for a while, content with savouring their mutual pleasure, having nothing more to say to each other than what in the passion of the moment had already been said.


    A tall rather bony man with dark wiry hair receding at the temples, Errol Colton looked to be in his early forties but was in fact thirty-eight. He had a mobile, humorous, sophisticated face with an expression that suggested he had seen a lot of life and found most of it wryly amusing.


    Stephanie Locke, who was twenty-one, also looked older, in spite of her slender, loose-jointed build. She was tall and pretty with a narrowly oval face, bright eyes and a quick and easy smile. When she ran, but only then, her knees seemed too close together. There was a vitality and a volatility about her which was not without a sense of strain, of nerves near the surface. Her fair hair, loose now, was normally done in a ponytail.


    The sound of a car in the drive told them their tea was being brought up in a taxi from the hotel.


    ‘I could have made it here,’ Stephanie murmured as the little dark-skinned waiter appeared coming up the pathway balancing a laden tray.


    ‘It’s my view’, Errol said, yawning, ‘ that you should never do anything you can get someone else to do for you.’


    ‘Except in bed,’ she suggested.


    ‘Well, wench, I don’t yet include that under the heading of a chore …’


    The smiling waiter brought in two thermoses and sliced lime and sugar (and hot milk just in case they had changed their minds), and some biscuits and slices of plum cake. Errol signed, and the waiter bowed and, still smiling, left. She poured the tea. It was a peaceful moment. After the taxi had driven away, the only sound was the faint rustling of the wind.


    He yawned again.


    ‘Sleepy?’


    ‘Not more than is physiologically normal. But it’s too early for a nap, and life’s too short.’


    ‘Race you to the end of the beach,’ she suggested.


    ‘Uh-huh.’ The beach was six miles long. ‘I might potter out and take some more shots.’ Errol was a keen and expert photographer and had brought three cameras with him.


    ‘If you do,’ she said, ‘I may stay in and write to Daddy. I owe him something more than a postcard.’


    Errol squeezed some lime into his tea. ‘Give him my love.’


    ‘You don’t even know him.’


    ‘The man who produced you must be worthy of affection … He knows about me, I suppose?’


    ‘Of course.’


    ‘And approves?’


    In spite of their intimacy they had talked very little about their personal lives.


    ‘You’ve asked me before. I honestly don’t know. I don’t see much of him and … It’s a different ball game from when he was young. Would you want your little Polly to play fast and loose?’


    ‘Not at her present age. But yes, it’ll come to that, I suppose – always assuming that coming away on a holiday with me can be called playing fast and loose.’


    ‘More or less, by Daddy’s standards. After all, you’re a married man, old enough to be my uncle, and you mean me no good.’


    Errol rubbed his ear. ‘Who knows what may come of it yet? After all, I bought you a brooch in Bombay. There can be worse wages of sin than that.’


    ‘It’s lovely. Did I remember to say thank you for it?’


    ‘You certainly did.’


    ‘One thing I knew I’d forgotten. I should have said: “You shouldn’t’ve.”’ She had risen to get a scarf, and she stooped and kissed him. He wrapped his arm around her bare legs.


    ‘You weren’t exactly innocent when I met you.’


    ‘As I’ve told you often enough, there was nothing serious for me until I saw you blowing on the horizon like a …’


    ‘A sperm whale,’ he suggested.


    She giggled. ‘Yes.’


    When tea was finished he took off his thin black Chinese silk robe and put on a shirt and a pair of shorts. She lit a cigarette and rested her bare feet on the verandah rail.


    ‘He’s a cripple, you’ve told me.’


    ‘Who? Daddy? Yes.’


    ‘How does he manage to write those articles on gardening if he can’t do any gardening himself?’


    ‘Oh, he can. He buzzes around in his electric chair. And he’s always potting and repotting things on the bench – or superintending planting … But d’you mean you’ve actually read articles by him?’


    ‘I’ve seen ’em. And didn’t he do a thing on television?’


    ‘Last year. A short series.’


    ‘I think I looked in once – before I ever met you. Suzanne was watching. She likes that sort of thing. Dark-haired, rather stout. You must take after your mother.’


    ‘He gets fat because he can’t take exercise – it’s simple enough. But yes, my mother was blonde.’


    ‘She left him, you said. I’ve often thought that must take a bit of doing – walking out on a cripple.’


    ‘I wish you wouldn’t call him a cripple – he’s just lame, has to use a chair, that’s all.’


    ‘Well, call it what you will. She left a lame man with two young daughters.’


    ‘He was only slightly lame at the time – walked with a stick. But yes, she fell in love with this Brazilian. It was the big thing in her life, apparently. Daddy told her she was free to go.’


    ‘In spite of you and – what is it? – Teresa. In spite of you and Teresa? I call that a bit thick.’


    ‘Don’t you think you should come off your morality plinth, Errol? After all, you’re spending a lot of money bringing a dumb little undergraduate to India and lavishing presents on her while your underprivileged wife languishes at home. And you’re taking risks –’


    ‘What risks?’


    ‘You said your board of directors didn’t approve of your mixing business with pleasure.’


    ‘Did I? Oh, to hell with that. Incidentally, I don’t see Suzanne as at all underprivileged. She lives extravagantly and well and I spend most of my spare time with her when I’m at home.’


    ‘Which must be seldom.’


    ‘Let’s see, did you meet her once?’


    ‘I saw her with you at that concert at the Sheldonian.’


    ‘She’s a great one for music. I’m almost tone deaf, you know.’


    Stephanie put out her cigarette, watched the last smoke curl up as the end was crushed in the ashtray.


    ‘She’s your second attempt, love. Tell me about your first. Didn’t you dump her in Greece?’


    ‘That sort of thing.’ Errol was not a man to show either annoyance or embarrassment. ‘It reminds me, I must get something to take home for Polly, as it’s her birthday soon. I wonder what those fellows on the beach have for sale.’


    ‘Oh, pretty shoddy stuff.’


    ‘I’m not sure. That thin little scarecrow I took photos of – he had a couple of brooches that didn’t look bad.’ Errol picked up a case containing two lenses. ‘I might go up to the fort first, see if I can get a telescopic view of the headland. Will you be all right for an hour?’


    ‘You left me to my own devices in Bombay often enough. I didn’t get into trouble. Remember?’


    He grinned.


    She said: ‘When you smile your eyebrows peak up in a most devilish and attractive way. I wonder you haven’t had three wives.’


    ‘I shall yet.’


    ‘You know what my father calls you? He hasn’t met you but I suppose he knows I wouldn’t fall for an ordinary bloke.’


    He bent over her. ‘What does he call me?’


    ‘Errol Flynn.’


    He studied her, without a smile this time.


    ‘It won’t do. I never conquered Burma.’


    ‘What does that mean?’


    ‘It was a joke. You’re too young to understand.’


    ‘Tell me.’


    ‘Never. It’s nothing – Ah!’


    She attacked him and he had to grasp her hands. They wrestled and almost upset the tea things.


    ‘Tell me!’


    ‘Help! Help!’ he called, pulling himself free and retreating into the bedroom. ‘It was only a film he was in. I swear it isn’t worth repeating. Stop it, woman!’


    ‘Explain!’


    She grabbed at him again and they collapsed onto the bed. Laughing still, his eyes kindled, he pinned her back upon the bed and pulled the bathrobe vigorously off her, so that she was wriggling naked in his arms. He kissed her, and with fierce gestures grasped her flesh, pressing it, kneading it, smoothing it, inciting it. When she lay back for a moment defeated and breathless he stood up, tore off his own clothes and came back upon her and took her again with an avid relish that left the afternoon’s lovemaking well away.


    

      II

    


    Later they played tennis for an hour, a game they both knew pretty well. He had all the heavy guns, but with her nimbleness of foot and long legs she was all over the court returning everything he sent across. He won the first set 6–4, but in the second, tiring, he found himself trailing 2–5. Thereupon he changed his tactics and began to play heavily sliced shots which, when they bounced, leaped away at disconcerting angles. Perhaps it was not he who beat her in the end but her own sense of fun. Seeing a lob come over and knowing it was going to break extravagantly, she would begin to laugh and so muff the return. He won 7–5. Bitterly complaining that he had cheated her, she was led away for a long cold beer and a rest in the amber light of the setting sun.


    They dined late, off Goan prawn curry and chicken Basquerie and pineapples and ice cream. The warm air made the darkness more intense outside the circle of the lights.


    He said: ‘Let’s see, we’ve three more days. Tomorrow’s free. Sunday morning I’ve ordered a taxi to take me into Old Goa. I want to photograph the ruins and the churches. It was quite a city once.’


    ‘I know.’ She would have liked to go with him, but he had clearly not included her in the idea, so there it was.


    ‘You’ll not be bored?’


    ‘Bored? When there’s all this sun and this sea?’


    ‘Tomorrow … let’s bathe first thing and then go into Panjim. Coming through, it looked a tatty little place, but I’m told there’s one good eighteenth-century church, and there’s a fishing village at the end of the peninsula I’d like to see – can’t remember its name – Dona something. I’ll get the same taxi.’


    ‘Sure. Fine.’ She felt sun-and-sea soaked and tired and beautifully relaxed and slightly tipsy. There was no good wine, so they had drunk gin and tonics. Her normally talkative nature was lulled. Life was extravagantly good, and she was happy to drift along with him gently steering.


    It was not to turn out quite to plan. Errol woke the next morning with sinus trouble and a splitting head: too much sun, he supposed, so they cancelled the trip; he spent the morning in bed, and she went on the beach alone.


    From the hotel you walked past the swimming pool and the arranged deck chairs, and it was forty-odd steps to the beach. Errol was quite content with the pool, but he had humoured her in this, and they sat each day under one of the bamboo and raffia umbrellas within a few yards of the sea. She went to her usual place and spread a towel, lay on her face half in sun, half in shade.


    They had been away ten days: it would be just over two weeks in all, and it had done her a power of good. Oxford had become a bit of a rat race. The crowd she went with – Tony and Bob and Fiona and Zog and the rest – all had more money than she had and a pretty well insatiable appetite for spending it. She’d had a wonderful first two years. She had found herself bright enough to keep up with the work and yet still be able to have the fun of going to parties all over the place and sitting around in endless late-night conversations. She had turned down the option of a year abroad at the end of the second year. A good many of her immediate contemporaries reading Modern Languages had been away this year, but as most of her close friends were reading other subjects she had decided to stay with them, as it were, and carry straight on. Her languages were so good already that she thought with a bit of cramming before Schools she ought to be sure of a reasonable second. Thank God the University had not yet split the second class, as she had heard they might.


    And after the ‘reasonable second’, supposing she got it, what then? She thought she could probably land a job as an interpreter. Her father was completely bilingual in French, and she had become the same. If the worst came to the worst, she knew that Errol would find her a job. Always supposing that before then she had not married him, or they had not split up. She was aware that either might easily happen.


    It was through Zog that she had met Errol. (Zog was not his real name but everybody called him that because he was Albanian and was some not-too-distant relative of the former King.)


    Zog knew Sir Peter Brune, the rich scholarly aesthete, who had an estate near Woodstock, and had got her invited along with Tony Maidment and Fiona Wilson to one of his well-known weekends. Errol Colton was a fellow guest and was alone because his wife had flu. Stephanie had seen this attractive young-middle-aged man, and had noticed his eyes kindle when he first looked at her. She was not unused to being looked at admiringly but this was a little different. His look was not a stare for he had the good manners to glance quickly away, but it was very concentrated. And when he was introduced to her he knotted his eyebrows and looked at her and spoke to her as if no one else in the room existed. Nor it seemed did anyone else at the party or in the world exist for him except her for the rest of the weekend.


    And it went on. Telephone calls, flowers, letters. She hadn’t the guts – or the iron will that would have been necessary – to resist him. Nor did she very much want to. He was dynamic and wickedly attractive. Also he was funny. Most of her boyfriends, of whom only two had been more than friends, were too young and too solemn for her. She had a light, quick-firing intelligence which Errol’s agreeable sophistication exactly matched. Within two weeks they were lovers and they met whenever they could arrange it. (He was often out of England.) But this trip, this holiday together, was, as it were, the first public announcement.


    He had not hesitated to invite her, although he said it was against ‘company rules’. He was clearly deeply smitten – ‘besotted’ was his word – and could not pass up such a chance. She had accepted in the first place for the simple personal reason that she wanted to be with him, but the excitement of visiting India was a strong secondary incentive.


    So it had happened, and it had been a wonderful two weeks’ enjoyment without a future or a past. There was already something between them more than the sexual urge, strong though that was. They sparked each other off, sometimes with brief quarrels, but always, it seemed, the sparks were flying without real anger – and laughter at the end. A true relationship was beginning.


    All the same, though she lived a free and easy life, she didn’t particularly fancy herself as a home-wrecker. Errol’s reassurances to the contrary still left her feeling uncomfortable. Just now and then when she was alone she thought about it.


    ‘Morning, miz,’ said a voice. She rolled over and sat up.


    It was the thin little Goan they had spoken to before. Though there were virtually no beggars on the beach, there was a persistent procession of people trying to sell you something, from bananas and soft drinks to saris and carpets, from copper and brass trinkets to jewellery and mosaics. Errol had a cheerful but immensely firm way of getting rid of them in the shortest possible time, but he had consented to look at this young man’s tray and fumbled over a ring and a brooch or two before sending him on his way.


    ‘Sir coming?’ said the young man, looking at her and then hopefully at the hotel.


    ‘Not this morning, Krishna.’


    ‘Good rings,’ said Krishna, showing the jewellery of his teeth. ‘Very good, very cheap. See? Look this. Beautiful brooch.’


    ‘Thank you. I’m just going to swim. And I wouldn’t want anything unless Mr Colton were here.’


    ‘Thank you. I’m just going to swim. And I wouldn’t want anything unless Mr Colton were here.’


    ‘Sir come later?’


    ‘Not today, I think. Perhaps tomorrow.’


    ‘You like take one back for him, see? This. See this. Suit you, miz. Beautiful stone, eh?’


    ‘Beautiful, yes. But not today. Thank you, Krishna.’


    The young man lingered in a way few of them dared to linger when Errol was around. Stephanie got up and shook the sand off her towel. Two Goan girls had come up unnoticed and were sharing a corner of her shade, squatting, whispering together and smiling at Krishna. Stephanie folded her towel and hung it on the raffia roof of the sunshade. Then she walked towards the sea. After a few yards she stopped and turned to look at the hotel. The sun wafted in her face, burned her feet; the surf was hissing as it crawled in over the sand. Krishna was walking back, starting the long trek towards his village; the girls still squatted whispering to each other.


    What had she left there? A paperback, a pair of sunglasses, a cotton hat, a thin wraparound dress, a purse with a few rupees in it. If they went, they went; but she didn’t think they would. The Goans were known for their honesty as well as their good manners. She plunged into the sea with a crow of delight.


    A half-dozen Indian women were bathing near her still wearing their saris. What price emancipation?


    When she came back twenty minutes later the girls had gone as if they had dematerialised, but her possessions were untouched. She dried her feet and looked at the blood oozing from her heel where she had caught it on a piece of half-buried driftwood. Very careless.


    Her body had almost completely dried already, her hair was half dry simply from three minutes’ walking back along the beach. Her heel was stinging. It was nothing, the merest cut. But this being India, did one take extra precautions? Errol had some antiseptic stuff. Worth a walk? It was nothing. And she could see if he was feeling better.


    She climbed the steps to the hotel but disdained the taxis always waiting to whisk guests up to their bungalows, and negotiated the steep path, cutting corners off the conventional road. The swim had invigorated her and she felt ready to try the four-minute mile.


    In the drive outside their bungalow two cars were standing, one an Ambassador, the maid-of-all-work car and taxi that proliferates throughout India, the other a sleek black Mercedes. Such a new and shiny Mercedes is as rare in India as a Rolls in a Welsh mining village. A chauffeur in a dark suit was sitting at the wheel. As she went up the steps she heard voices.


    Errol was entertaining two Indian guests. One she had met in Bombay, and was a business associate of Errol’s, Mr Mohamed, who had visited him at the Taj there. He was a stout bearded silent man who wore too much jewellery. The other man, clearly the owner of the car, was a different and superior type. A tall smooth man with a long neck and an oval head on which the greying hair was slicked back so smoothly that he looked more bald than he really was. He wore a suit of cream shantung silk with a black silk shirt and a cream tie, a diamond tiepin, diamond cufflinks and a black silk handkerchief. He exuded a quiet importance. He might have been the maitre d’hotel at an exclusive London restaurant, or chief adviser to some oriental dictator.


    He and Errol were seated. Mr Mohamed was standing holding some documents, which were clearly under discussion.


    Silence had abruptly fallen at her entry.


    She said: ‘Oh, sorry. I didn’t know anyone was here.’


    ‘Oh, come in, come in, darling. My friends called unexpectedly. Of course you know Mr Mohamed. Mr Erasmus is a colleague from Hong Kong.’


    Mr Mohamed bowed from the waist. Mr Erasmus slightly inclined his head. She saw the table was spread with maps and what looked like shipping lists, and a wallet was open with some money in it.


    ‘Sorry,’ she said again. ‘I cut my foot and thought I’d get some antiseptic for it.’


    ‘In there, darling; second drawer, I think.’


    ‘How’s your head?’


    ‘Not too agreeable yet. But improving.’


    Mr Erasmus said: ‘May I please know the young lady’s name.’


    ‘Of course,’ Errol said. ‘Miss Locke. Miss Stephanie Locke.’


    Mr Erasmus eyed her with cold, polite interest. His skin looked so smooth he might just have shaved, or did not need to shave. He spoke perfect English, but his eyes were too slanted to be European.


    Presently the stinging antiseptic was on, and a plaster, dusted with antibiotic powder, over the cut.


    ‘You have had a tetanus injection?’ Mr Erasmus asked.


    ‘Oh yes, thank you. Errol insisted before we left.’


    ‘Stop and have some coffee while you’re here?’ Errol suggested, dabbing his head with a damp towel. But it was a halfhearted invitation and she smilingly refused. Couldn’t wait to return to the beach, she said.


    ‘You’ll stay to lunch?’ Errol said to the men, but again it was perfunctory. Mr Mohamed deferred to Mr Erasmus, who said: ‘Thank you, I must catch the afternoon plane to Delhi. Mohamed, I expect, will be returning to Bombay.’


    The fat Indian bowed formally from the waist as she left. The tall man inclined his head.


    

      III

    


    She spent an hour in and out of the sea and then climbed the hill again to meet Errol for lunch. He was better but his normal friendly yet devilish smile was tight-lipped and, she thought, forced.


    ‘Have they gone?’


    ‘They’ve gone.’


    ‘Sorry I crashed in. I’d no idea.’


    ‘Neither had I.’


    ‘Who was the new man?’


    ‘Just a colleague.’


    ‘I didn’t think he liked me.’


    ‘He’s only interested in business.’


    ‘Well, I certainly didn’t like him.’


    They walked down the hill and through the hotel to one of the outside restaurants looking directly over the sea. They hadn’t spoken on the way down.


    When a waiter had taken their order she said: ‘Is he the sort of boss?’


    ‘Who?’


    ‘Mr Erasmus, of course.’


    ‘He’s the head of the South Asian division of our group. That’s all. We’re only loosely associated.’


    ‘He gave me the creeps.’


    ‘Oh, lay off it. He’s all right. In a business like ours you have to meet all sorts.’


    ‘Your business?’


    ‘The travel business, of course. We’re expanding all the time. You have to be international these days if you want to move on.’


    His voice was abrupt and unfriendly. He was clearly still out of sorts. They hardly spoke then for a time, but a bit later he rounded on the obliging young waiter who had not brought quite what was ordered.


    When the man had gone scuttling away Errol said: ‘They’re too slow. It does them good now and then to get a kick up the backside … I see you don’t agree.’


    ‘Well … a lot of famous men have done it, I know, but …’


    ‘Done what?’


    ‘Been rude to waiters. It always seems to me unsporting because they can’t answer back. Of course if they’re really inefficient or rude to you …’


    ‘Which he wasn’t? Maybe you’re right. But you know with these cluster headaches I get very irritable, my dear.’


    ‘These what?’


    ‘Cluster headaches. It’s a form of migraine. Due, I’m told, to changes in my indole-peptide metabolism. Haven’t you noticed?’


    ‘Should I have?’


    He laughed. ‘ Probably not. Except that I kept blowing my nose and scratching my head last night.’


    ‘So what can you do for it?’


    ‘Not much. Pain killers. But it’s soon over – usually less than a day. And not serious … Does it put you off?’


    ‘Put me off? Why ever should it?’


    ‘My mother could never stand people with ailments. Said it made her feel unhealthy to mix with ’em.’


    In fact she rather warmed to this confession of physical weakness in a man so dominant. No doubt it explained his brusqueness today and the lack of that impish humour she found so engaging.


    She said: ‘Sorry I blundered in this morning.’


    ‘Sorry I glowered. I assure you they were no more welcome! I just wanted to lie in the dark!’


    ‘You’re better now?’


    ‘Yep. Did you see the cash on the table?’


    ‘What? Cash? Yes. It’s not my business.’


    ‘Nor is it. But you see we’re thinking of opening a theme park in Agra, and –’


    ‘Ugh! … Sorry …’


    ‘It isn’t as bad as it sounds. Just a development. The Indians themselves are in favour of it.’


    ‘But that surely means big money.’


    He laughed. ‘ Today we were only dealing with their commission. In India transactions can’t be arranged any other way.’


    After lunch they dozed for a while in a couple of the chaises longues, the Caryota palms and the banana trees wafting sun and shadow over them as the fronds moved in the breeze. Presently he threw his paperback down and said he thought he’d like to see Krishna again.


    ‘He was looking for you this morning.’


    ‘I’ll bet.’


    She went with him; the sun was still hot as they strolled across the beach. There were a few more people about than in the morning but unless you walked at high-water mark you didn’t meet anybody.


    A group of dark-skinned native boys were hauling in their fishing boat on wooden rollers. It was a primitive craft, long and very narrow, with a high prow, and it did not look as if any nails or screws had been used in its construction. Everything was lashed together with thongs. Stephanie and Errol stood watching while the catch was brought in in baskets and separated out and assayed. They laughed and talked with the men – Errol was very good at this. He took a lot of photographs, and then they went on their way.


    A mile further along was the beach encampment, which closed down and was carried away every night, and brought back and erected every morning. Here the beach sellers congregated in tents or behind raffia screens, or stood beside trestle tables full of carefully arranged trinkets. Old pewter pots and pans and inkwells and bubble pipes, copper bells from Benares, wooden idols from Khajraho, silk scarves from Madras, silver bangles and brass rings from Delhi, carpets from Kashmir, endless saris and rugs and paintings and cheap skirts and shirts and sandals.


    They had no need to ask for Krishna; the bush – or beach – telegraph had been at work and he came trotting to meet them, his battered old suitcase under his arm. He squatted on a sandhill away from the others, and soon the three of them were fingering his wares.


    The brooch Errol fancied had three rubies in it and was the prize of Krishna’s collection and for which he wanted eight thousand rupees. That was about four hundred pounds, and if the stones were as good as they looked it was dirt cheap. Even if they were not as good as they looked, it could hardly be expensive. (Always supposing the rubies were not pieces of glass. Krishna swore on his mother’s grave that they were not.) Errol was pretty sure the stones were real, so bargaining began. Eventually at 5,250 rupees Krishna would go no further, so Errol tentatively agreed the price.


    ‘Mind, I’m not at all certain I shall have it,’ he said, putting the brooch back among the others.


    ‘Take it,’ said Krishna eagerly. ‘Take it, eh? Keep it tonight, eh? Pay in morning.’


    At a second attempt Errol lit a cigarette. The smoke blew swiftly away. ‘Okay, I’ll pay you in the morning – or let you have it back. In the morning, about midday, eh?’


    Although it was not for her, Stephanie wore the brooch home. The setting was ornate but nicely worked.


    ‘You said you’d meet Krishna at twelve,’ she said. ‘Aren’t you going off photographing churches?’


    ‘Oh, well … Well, what the hell. These little men are here to please us. They’re used to waiting. I say …’ He stopped. ‘That stall. They’re selling hash cookies. I can smell ’em from here.’


    ‘You mean – it’s what it sounds like?’


    ‘Yes. You must have tried them at St Martin’s, surely.’


    She pushed her hair back. ‘ I’ve smoked a joint now and then. Not had anything in this form.’


    ‘Let’s try ’em. We’ll keep them, have them for dessert. I’m getting tired of ice cream. May add a touch of the exotic to our lovemaking.’


    ‘I haven’t noticed anything lacking so far!’


    He laughed again, his good humour restored, and kissed her neck and went to buy a box.


    

      IV

    


    Next morning it was she who had the headache, he who was bright and cheerful. It had been a strange adventure in the night, when substances seemed to float and vision was enhanced and laughter and hysteria were interchangeable. Mischievously he had persuaded her to take more than she wanted, and to humour him after the day’s embarrassments she had eaten too many. She not infrequently took a fair amount to drink: it came from inner impulses of recklessness, a sudden sharp pleasure in kicking over the traces; but in these flurries of alcohol she had never been altogether without control of herself. Last night she had been, and this morning the aftermath was unpleasant.


    It had been a strange sexual encounter too, in which angels and devils seemed equally to scream and moan, in which sensations became double sensations and perversity was all. One floated, half-drowned, on a butterfly sea of orgasm which was deliriously beautiful but wayward and tormented. At the very edges of ecstasy was pain.


    Errol was almost too much on form this morning, and took another hash cookie after breakfast to keep up the euphoria. He examined the brooch in the bright light of morning, then scrabbled in a suitcase and took out a jeweller’s glass. After a bit he shook his head.


    ‘They’re rubies all right, but they’re not top class. Too dark. He swears they’re Burmese, but they probably come from Thailand. And there’s a flaw in the middle one. I doubt if I’d be asked to pay more than four hundred pounds for the brooch in Bond Street.’


    ‘So you’ll not buy?’


    ‘Doubt it. Unless I could beat him down to two hundred. These people have an exaggerated idea of values.’


    ‘Shall you let him have it back this morning before you go?’


    ‘No. Make him wait. I should be back by four.’ He ruffled his hair, looking her over appreciatively, at the casual feminine grace with which she sprawled in her chair. ‘And what mischief will you get up to while I’m gone?’


    ‘Wish there was some. No, I’ve got books to read. Actually read, darling, to improve myself – you know – in the hope that I might get a second in June.’


    ‘If there were some other things you could graduate in,’ he said, ‘you’d certainly get a first.


    

      V

    


    It wasn’t easy to concentrate on Cervantes in the original Spanish with the brilliant glitter of the sun and the sea. Soon she would be back in Oxford in a petrochemical atmosphere and under draughty skies – with Schools not far away. At eleven she bathed in the pool and then, still wet, with a thin beach coat over her arm walked across the beach to dry. At once Krishna appeared.


    ‘Mr Colton has gone out for the morning taking photographs,’ she said. ‘He’ll be back this afternoon and will see you then.’


    Krishna trotted beside her for a while, his face anxious. He explained that the brooch was really his father’s, and his father blamed him for having let it out of his sight. The value was so great – to them – that it represented the family fortune. If anything should happen to it …


    ‘Nothing will happen to it,’ she said; ‘ it is quite safe.’


    He was not able, Krishna explained, he was not allowed into the hotel and he did not even know their names.


    ‘Colton,’ she repeated. ‘C.O. L.T.O. N.’


    ‘Col-toon.’


    ‘He will be home by five.’ All the same she wished Errol had not taken the brooch on approval. Had he ever really had any intention of buying it? Certainly Krishna, having come down so far in price, could never reduce it again, by half. Errol had a mischievous streak, she well knew. It didn’t matter much if he played tricks on her; it was a bit callous to practise them on this ragged young Goan.


    She lunched at one of the other restaurants today – it was hotter than usual, and one sought the breeze. The menus at all the restaurants were very much the same, and she had tiger prawns, for which she was developing an insatiable taste.


    The hotel was preparing for some sort of jamboree. Endless streams of waiters and workmen were carrying and rearranging tables and putting up balloons round the swimming pool. Monstrous effigies, inflatable and grotesque, were being erected on poles and swung gently in the warm air. Long barbecue trestles were rattling into place. There would, of course, be dancing. Every night there was dancing to a live band, but this was obviously some special occasion. The Indians – and the Goans – never lacked for an excuse to make merry.


    A fairly cosmopolitan bag of guests at the hotel: English, French, German, Swiss, Indian; none, fortunately, in a special majority over the others. Being a gregarious type, she would have chatted to most of them, but Errol seemed to want to keep all his laughter and high spirits for her, and have other people stay at a distance. Now that they saw her on her own, two English couples separately came across to talk to her, and she had a very unstudious afternoon. Tea came and went, and it was five before she walked up to her bungalow and realised that Errol was overdue. She hung about a bit and thought, well, damn it, he might have telephoned. Another bathe? In the afternoon breeze the sea was prancing; it would probably be unsafe to swim because of the undertow, but jumping through the breakers was always exhilarating. She must be careful not to be rescued, though. Young Goan lifeguards were usually on the watch with an old tyre and a length of rope, and they seemed particularly eager to rescue ladies who appealed to their sense of the aesthetic.


    As soon as she came out of the sea and saw Krishna waiting she wished she had used the pool instead.


    ‘He is not home yet,’ she said. ‘He will come soon.’


    Krishna glanced anxiously at the sun, which had less than an hour to set.


    ‘I do not take the money home, Father beat me with rod. He will say we are in ruin!’


    ‘Mr Colton should be back very soon.’


    ‘You bring the money, miz?’


    She squeezed the water out of her hair. ‘I am sorry to tell you this, Krishna, but I do not think Mr Colton will buy the brooch after all. He has decided, I think, that it is not what he wants.’


    Krishna sucked his teeth in dismay. ‘The money?’


    ‘I do not think he will keep the brooch.’


    ‘Then the brooch? Where is it?’


    ‘In our apartment.’


    ‘The money …’


    ‘No money.’


    ‘The brooch. You get brooch, miz, please. Father beat me with rod.’


    She picked up her flimsy wrap and put it on to protect her shoulders from the sun.


    ‘I am going up now. He should be back. If not I will tell him to meet you at the steps at seven.’


    ‘Dark then.’


    ‘The lights from the hotel will show up the steps.’


    ‘Master come, miz. You or Master. Father beat me with rod. We are ruin.’


    She shook him off with difficulty, feeling annoyed with his persistence and annoyed with Errol. Of course the brooch was safe with them, but the young idiot of an Indian had trusted them without knowing anything about them. For all he knew they might be leaving on the morning plane, taking the brooch with them. How could he challenge them?


    She went to the desk to see if there was any message, but there was not. She took the taxi up to the bungalow but nothing had changed. The air was moist and cloying now. She pulled off her bikini and took a shower, then found some ice in the fridge and poured a large gin. She felt better for this. Be damned to hash. Good luck to them as liked it, but it was not for her.


    From the balcony she watched the sun go down. When barréd clouds bloom the soft-dying day – who had written that? The barréd clouds were there tonight – a thin black wafer bisecting the sun as it sank into the opal sea; but it would be quite hard to think of a tropical day as soft-dying; too abrupt and dramatic for that. Even the sun seemed to go too fast. At five past six its rim touched the horizon, and in a little over two minutes it was gone! Royal purples, iridescent greens and peacock blues glowed in the turning waves.


    In her handbag, as she took out a handkerchief, was a bill for next month’s rent of the flat in Broomfield Road, by agreement paid in advance, and this as yet unpaid. It was rather a grand flat for an undergraduate, tastefully furnished, good prints on the walls, but she had moved into it a year last January, thanks to a sub from her father. She had shared it with an Australian girl, Jennifer Price, but Jenny had gone back to Adelaide last Christmas when her mother unexpectedly died, and had not returned. Having just met Errol, she had not made an immediate attempt to find a new flatmate because it was marvellously convenient to have the place to oneself. However, she simply couldn’t afford to keep it on on her own, hence the unpaid bill; and she had refused Errol’s offer of help (kept mistress?); so she must find someone fairly quickly. The obvious person was Anne Vincent; she would come like a rocket, but there were drawbacks. Anne was in her first year and had a crush on her. There was a Lezzy feel about the relationship and Stephanie didn’t want to fan it.


    After the sun, a short luminous afterglow, some stars came out, and it was night. Another drink; shut the windows. So far as she had been able to discover, there weren’t any flying insects by the sea in Goa, but there was no point in going out of one’s way to attract them.


    Seven o’clock came. She closed the paperback she had been leafing through, took off her beach wrap, slid into a frock, combed her hair. Then she thought of Krishna. The wretched little man would be waiting at the bottom of the steps. Damn Errol! Quite often he had been unpredictable in his comings and goings before, but not as bad as this. She’d have to take the beastly brooch down herself.


    If she could find it. She tried the drawers but no luck. A brooch was easy to put away in some unobtrusive corner. Maybe the provoking man had taken it with him.


    The only other possible place was his briefcase under the bed. She yanked the case out, feeling felonious and wondering if he would come in and catch her. Well, serve him right. The case was one of those with a combination alphabet to unlock it, but in Bombay she had seen him press an E, two Rs, an O and an L. She did the same and the case flicked open.


    A wad of money, mostly in hundred-dollar bills, nearly fell out. A pile of documents too, on a variety of styles of paper, from good vellum to the flimsiest of cheap decorated Indian paper. Diagrams, maps of various parts of the world, details and dates of consignments. Names of ships, airlines, names and addresses, hotels, towns, Hong Kong, Singapore, Peshawar, Shanghai, Kuala Lumpur.


    Then she saw the brooch. It had been dropped in loose and was at the bottom of the case. She grabbed it, put it on the bed, turned to shut the case. One last look: peeping Tom. Most of the papers seemed to be records of consignments, for Greece, for Holland, for England. But there were attached memos, here and there. One read: No worry about customs here. Just pay the officers! Mainly it was flax they were shipping. An odd thing to be concerned with and in such quantity. Wasn’t it?


    Stephanie shut the case and with a toe slid it back under the bed. She thought she would run down and give Krishna the brooch back to quell his anxieties and then come up and finish dressing. Not that anyone dressed much in India. When they came down for the first dinner Errol had remarked: ‘I believe mine must be the only tie in Goa.’ But she would brush her hair again, make up her face.


    Errol had to be home soon. What would she say to him? Not very much. She was trembling. Silly, she needed another drink. Maybe she needed to get altogether stoned tonight. And to stay permanently stoned until she returned to England. Not on hash, but on good honest gin.


    She drank the next down quickly and felt it warming her with a protective glow. A protection against an ugly suspicion. There must be some mistake.


    She picked up the brooch and pinned it to her frock, then took it off, fished out a bit of tissue paper and wrapped it. Better to let Krishna see they had been caring for it.


    She stepped out of the bungalow and began to walk down the stepped slope to the hotel. The breeze caressed her face. There must be some mistake?


    In her two and a half years at Oxford she had mixed with a fair assortment of people, students, dons, many from outside the university. Particularly in the last year she had become friendly with this inner group of rich students, Bob and Tony and Zog and Fiona and Arun Jiva and the rest, and through them she had come to see some of the seamier side of undergraduate life. Nobody was vicious but a number were pretty wild. Some took drugs, some took drink, a few, like Zog, nothing. But she had become familiar with the jargon of the day.


    Flax she knew to be the in name for heroin.


    

      VI

    


    She was halfway through dinner when he slid into the seat beside her.


    ‘Hi. Remember me, eh? Sorry, I got delayed at the office.’


    ‘Hello.’ She looked at him, half smiled, then went on with her dinner.


    No one could call him good-looking, but he had such tremendous bony, whimsical charm, such appeal, and tonight he had a clean glowing look as if he had spent the day in restful ease and was all ready to enjoy the night. She swallowed a mouthful of food, to stop the bile from rising in her throat.


    The music ended and he looked about, nodding to one or two fellow guests. He patted her hand and said: ‘Now you’re cross. Never mind. I’ll make up for it … Oh, I see, no waiter service tonight. One has to go to the burning ghats.’


    It was his name, and a good one, for the barbecue meats laid out and simmering at the trestle tables. He went off, picked up a plate, and presently came back with it filled with a variety of curries.


    ‘Did you have a good day?’ he asked.


    ‘Very good. The usual, of course.’


    They ate in silence for a time. The band anyway was noisy enough. Some people who had finished their supper were already dancing. Others had broken off between courses. The white-coated waiters drifted silently in and out of the tables removing used plates.


    ‘I got some super photographs,’ he said. ‘ The Sé is pretty splendid – that’s the cathedral – neglected but all the more photogenic for that. I took some nice ones through the wheel of a broken handcart … And the Church of St Cajetan – Romanesque, you’d think. The old monastery – not much left but the tower. And some of the colour-washed houses make good subjects. Little enough colour in the people, though.’


    He went on talking but she did not have much to say. Seeing she had finished her meal he said: ‘Dance?’


    ‘Later. Mind if I smoke?’


    ‘Like another drink?’


    ‘Yes, please.’


    He went away and came back with a bowl of fruit. A waiter brought them drinks and Errol sent them back because one of the glasses did not please him.


    Stephanie finished her cigarette. ‘ I took the brooch back to Krishna.’


    He did not say anything until the waiter had returned with fresh glasses. His eyes looked very light coloured in the arc lamps. ‘Whatever made you do that?’


    ‘He was round me all day with a pathetic tale that he’d be beaten by his father if he didn’t take back the brooch or the money tonight, so I –’


    ‘And you believed him?’


    ‘Yes. Well, yes … I waited until after seven. I thought maybe you’d taken off for England and left me to pay the bill.’


    ‘Could you have?’


    ‘No.’


    He laughed. ‘These little black devils.’


    The fun around the pool was becoming furious. Urged on by a dozen people in fancy dress, a chain was forming, each holding another’s middle, and jogging round the pool to a South American beat.


    ‘It’s an eastern Lambeth Walk,’ said Errol. He knitted his eyebrows. ‘But the brooch was in the case, my pet. How did you get it?’


    ‘Opened the case. I saw the combination when you got your passport out of it in Bombay.’


    ‘Did you now. I’ll be the son of a gun.’


    ‘Warning to you, dear. If you will desert your mistresses they may turn nasty.’


    ‘Well, you’d have had plenty to pay the bill with in there!’


    ‘So I noticed.’


    ‘Notice anything else?’


    A fractional hesitation was all she allowed herself. ‘ Nothing that made much sense. What is flax?’


    ‘Flax is flax, dear. A staple food. Haven’t you heard of it? Makes linseed, textile fibres, candlewicks, God knows what else. You ever heard of a flax wench?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘They were about at one time. Still are in some countries. Manmade fibres don’t have it all their own way. It’s a very profitable commodity, otherwise we wouldn’t handle it.’


    ‘We?’


    ‘I and my companies.’


    ‘I thought you were into theme parks.’


    ‘We’re into a lot of things. Business is business. Okay?’


    ‘More or less.’


    ‘What d’you mean, more or less?’


    ‘Are you bending the law a bit somewhere?’


    ‘What makes you think that?’


    ‘I caught a glimpse of a note which said not to worry about customs officers because they could be bought.’


    ‘My word,’ he said. ‘You have been busy in my absence!’


    She flushed. ‘ Bluebeard’s wife, opening the forbidden door.’


    ‘Maybe. But what the hell? We’re none of us angels.’


    ‘And anyway, it’s none of my business, eh?’


    ‘You said it, but yes … Rest assured it’s all very minor and innocent. And you’re in no way involved.’


    When he had finished his meal they danced and drank some more, but he did not offer her any more cookies. Afterwards she refused to sleep with him. She wouldn’t make the conventional female excuse.


    He didn’t like that at all, but she was not giving way. She wanted a long time, a long time to herself, to think.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    

      I

    


    Naresh Prasad walked down the crowded street towards the tea shop where he was to meet his friend Shyam. He knew himself to be in an awkward situation but did not doubt his ability to talk his way out of it.


    It was really only a question of not being able to repay the loan for another month or so. In the privacy of his own room – though Bonni had been there, as she always was, whining under his feet, as was the privilege of a wife – rehearsing in his mind what he had to say, he had felt confident. His reasons for not being able to repay the money this month had seemed reasonable, his excuses excusable, his regrets and pleas could not be disregarded except by a man with a heart of stone. And Shyam Lal Shastri, his old schoolfriend, though noisy and a bit of a bully, was in essence a generous man and would not let him down.


    But as he crossed the street, picking his way among the rush-hour traffic, the honking ramshackle taxis, the bicycles, the crowded buses, the thousands of pedestrians hurrying like himself, milling in ant fashion about the shops and the streets, or squatting talking in the gutter amid a babel of noise and hot dust, he had a moment’s unease wondering whether Shyam might just possibly cut up rough. Shyam Lal Shastri had been known to cut up rough as a young man and was credited with having stabbed a youth to the point of death in a crowded cinema in a dispute over a girl. It would be a pity if he cut up rough.


    The tea shop was at the entrance to a bazaar and opposite a big advertisement for the latest sensational movie, showing – four times life-size – a beautiful Hindu girl being carried off by a bandit. The tea shop was crowded and dark, and it took a minute for Nari to accustom his eyes after the slanting glare of the sun. Then he saw Shyam sitting at a table with a middle-aged bearded man in a white newly pressed cotton suit. At first he thought, he hoped, they were not together but when Shyam saw him he spoke to the older man and the older man nodded.
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