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  ‘Throughout its history, the car has been a liberator, an agent of freedom. Throughout its history, the car has enabled people to break out of their constraints, to

  attempt something they could never previously do, to venture somewhere they could never previously go, to support ideas and trends they could never previously endorse.’




  L. J. K. Setright




  





  Chapter One




  Birmingham, 1905




  ‘Don’t cry over me, Lily, my dear girl! I’ve had such a very good life – you mustn’t grieve.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Chappell, I can’t help it,’ Lily sobbed, as she sat beside the dying woman whose motherly kindness she had known during these past, precious years.

  ‘You’ve been so very good to me!’




  She had waited all evening, in an agony of pent-up emotion, for Mrs Chappell’s jealous son Horace to allow her to pay her last respects to the woman she loved so much.




  ‘You’ve been like a daughter, you know that . . .’ Mrs Chappell’s rasping whisper came to her. The lids flickered over her blue eyes. She was fading fast.




  Lily sat in the candlelight beside the big comfortable bed with its silk drapes. She clung desperately to the shrunken hand of this woman into whose household she had arrived as a scullery maid

  when she was thirteen. In her own grief and loss Maud Chappell had, over the years, grown to depend on Lily as a companion. Mrs Chappell’s body had fast become frail with her illness. She did

  not look any more like the comforting figure who had dressed in pretty, floating clothes, who adored small children, beaming at them with her beautiful, loving eyes. The light of her life was

  failing and her sons were in the house, waiting. Lily told herself that they were full of pain at losing their mother, that it was their sorrow that made them so harsh, especially Horace, the older

  brother. They had kept her out of the room all evening, only reluctantly letting her in now it was so late.




  ‘Mother’s asking for you,’ Horace had said, stiff with resentment. ‘You’d better go up.’




  Now she was here she sat in dread of them coming to tell her to go again.




  ‘Oh, Mrs Chappell,’ she whispered, looking down at the ravaged face, her own tears flowing again. She felt her heart was being torn in two. ‘What’s going to become of me

  without you?’




  Mrs Chappell was a year off her seventieth birthday, and until her illness had looked younger than her years, with her soft, glowing complexion and cheerful ways. But she was much changed now,

  months of sickness taking their toll. She lay with her arms straight, outside the covers, her soft brown hair which had so fast turned grey brushed back from her face. She seemed to have slipped

  far away into sleep, so that Lily thought she might never wake again. But as if a sign had been given, just as the grandfather clock down in the hall was striking eleven with its gentle

  ‘bong’, the elderly lady opened her eyes, seeming quite alert, and tried to get up.




  ‘Lily?’




  ‘Yes, dear Mrs Chappell?’ Hope surged through her. Perhaps Mrs Chappell was not dying! She seemed so bright suddenly, as if she might sit up and take some broth.




  ‘I’m still at home, then?’




  ‘Yes, you are. You’re in your own bed.’




  ‘Bring me the picture, please, my dear. Of my Naomi.’




  ‘It’s here – right beside you.’




  She lifted the silver-framed photograph from its position on the bedside table and turned it so that Mrs Chappell could see the face of her dead daughter. Naomi, a dark-eyed beauty, had died of

  a cruel brain fever when she was only seventeen. It was the last portrait taken of her, her shoulders wrapped in a lace shawl and the young face, never now to age, smiling radiantly from behind the

  glass as it had for over twenty years.




  Mrs Chappell reached out as if to embrace the portrait, a gentle smile on her lips.




  ‘My darling . . .’ she murmured. And her arms dropped back. She had not the strength.




  ‘I think you’d better fetch my boys,’ she whispered. But she clutched at Lily’s hand to stop her.




  ‘You’ll get a good appointment. You’re so sweet, so beautiful. You be happy, my dear love. Bless you.’




  By the time Lily had fetched Horace and John Chappell up to their mother’s room, she was lying on her pretty, embroidered pillows with her eyes closed and a look of utter peace. She had

  already left them.




  ‘My mother has left you a small bequest, according to our solicitor,’ Horace Chappell told her. His voice was icy cold.




  Lily stood before him on the Persian rug in Mr Chappell’s old study. Horace had not invited her to sit down.




  They’re kind really, she made herself believe. Mrs Chappell said so. Since Mr Chappell died only three years ago, Mrs Chappell had relied on her sons, Horace and John, for everything.

  After all, they have looked after their mother, Lily told herself. And don’t they both have wives and families who all look happy and well cared for?




  These were the families who, at Mrs Chappell’s strict instructions that she should be included, she had followed to the funeral: Horace and his wife and three little girls, and John and

  his wife and twin sons, alike as two peas. None of them had said a word to her or even acknowledged her existence, but of course they were wrapped in grief and she was only a maid. Why would they

  have any time for her? It was a beautiful June morning with laburnum and lilac in bloom, just the right kind of day for Mrs Chappell’s funeral as she was such a sunny person who loved young

  life and flowers and pretty things around her. Once the funeral was over, though, they were fast making arrangements to clear and sell the house and seemed to be in a great rush to get it all done

  and dismiss all their mother’s employees.




  ‘Can’t get shot of us fast enough, can they?’ grumbled Cook, who had worked for Mrs Chappell for more than twenty years.




  ‘I suppose they have a lot of business to sort out – they’re very busy men,’ Lily replied, knowing it was the sort of thing Mrs Chappell would have said because she

  always tried to see the best in her sons.




  ‘They just want their hands on the money,’ Mary, one of the maids, retorted. ‘Since Mr C died she’s had no say in anything – not with those two vultures in charge.

  They couldn’t wait to get their father out of the way – no, it’s no good arguing, Lily. You’re just like Mrs C – you’ll see black as white to find the best in

  someone. You’re going to have to toughen up your ideas when you go away from here! They ain’t all like her, you know.’




  Horace, the older brother, had called her into the study. He had his mother’s blue eyes, but instead of her embracing warmth, his looked cool and calculating. There were official-looking

  documents laid neatly across the desk.




  ‘My mother left us a number of instructions regarding you and your future,’ he said. He didn’t meet her eye. He had always seemed most uncomfortable in her presence. ‘Far

  too sultry, that’s your trouble,’ Cook once said. ‘You provoke him.’




  ‘You are very fortunate.’ He held out an envelope. ‘Firstly, this contains references to secure your future. You should be able to attain a very good position.’ He

  cleared his throat, grimacing, and, as if it pained him to speak, said, ‘My mother has not left you money. She did not think that would be the best thing for your welfare.’ Lily watched

  him, wondering, after what Mary had said, whether Mrs Chappell had had any money to call her own in any case. ‘But she has left you a number of items of jewellery, from her personal

  effects.’ He nodded at a small box, inlaid with ivory, on the desk, then looked sternly at her. ‘I believe them to be rather valuable. More than generous, I should say, Miss Horne. And

  this is where we draw a line. I should like to make clear that after this there is nothing else you can take from this family.’




  Lily was stung to the core by this remark.




  ‘I never . . .’ she stuttered. ‘I never took anything that was wrong or out of place! She wanted me . . .’ The last utterance, the miraculous truth of it, brought her to

  tears.




  ‘That will be all, Miss Horne.’




  With the envelope and box in her hands Lily fumbled her way from the room, hardly able to see through her tears. She was dreadfully hurt by his unjust, jealous remarks, and overcome by Mrs

  Chappell leaving her anything at all. Her heart ached with longing for her friend.




  ‘What did he say?’ Cook and the others were all agog to know. They had been told they would each have a turn to be called in.




  ‘She left me some jewellery!’ Lily told them with tears running down her cheeks.




  ‘Well what’re you blarting about?’ Cook demanded. ‘You’re a rum ’un, you are.’




  ‘She was so kind!’ Lily sobbed. Mrs Chappell had been her saviour and friend; she had raised her up from nothing, from her beginnings as an abandoned urchin off the streets. It felt

  unbearable that she was gone.




  Lily went up to her room at the top of the house and sank down on the edge of her bed. She realized she was still holding the box and envelope. She wanted to look inside in private. Opening the

  lid of the box she smelled a lovely scent of lavender, and what she saw on the base of the velvet box made her weep all the more. Lying in a pale, glowing coil was Mrs Chappell’s skein of

  tiny seed pearls. Maud Chappell had always said to her, ‘You should wear pearls, Lily. They would look marvellous on your skin.’ She picked them up, feeling their warm, smooth weight,

  and held them lovingly to her cheek. ‘Oh, thank you . . .’ she whispered. Also in the box were a matching pearl bracelet and a beautiful opal brooch in a silver

  setting. Lily laid them out and looked at them in awe.




  Then she remembered the envelope containing her references and she pulled out an expensive piece of notepaper. She could hardly read the warm, praising words through her tears. ‘. . . kind

  and sweet-natured . . . staunchly honest, hard-working . . . it would represent the greatest good fortune to employ her . . .’




  Overcome, Lily lay on her side and wept heart- brokenly. What tugged so powerfully at her heart in those moments was not the shower of kind words, or the gift of precious jewellery, but the

  strength of Mrs Chappell’s love and kindness, flowing to her from beyond the grave.




  





  Chapter Two




  Later, she got up from the bed and poured water from the pitcher to wash her face, sitting to look in the glass tilted over her little white chest of drawers. Her face was

  blotchy from weeping and her dark eyes stared mournfully back at her. Mrs Chappell’s death had taken away all the safety she had found for the last nine years in her employment and

  friendship, where she had settled into a household where she knew her place and was treated with ever-increasing kindness.




  When she was fifteen, by which time Lily had worked for nearly two years on the lowest rung of the ladder, Mrs Chappell stopped her one day as Lily was passing through the hall carrying a heavy

  coal scuttle, dressed in her black maid’s uniform with a white cap and apron. She was pink-cheeked and strong, in good condition from the physical work demanded in the house.




  ‘My goodness!’ Mrs Chappell uttered the words in a shocked tone, as if she had just noticed some terrible fault in the domestic scene. ‘Wait, child! Stop and look at

  me!’




  Lily paused, heart pounding. Although she had barely ever had anything to do with Mrs Chappell, by then she knew her employer was usually a gentle lady. What had she done so wrong?




  ‘Come a little closer, dear – er, what is your name again?’




  ‘Lilian Horne.’ I’m in for it now, Lily thought, keeping her eyes lowered, seeing the lower edge of Mrs Chappell’s sage-green skirt and her elegant brown shoes

  on the polished tiles of the hall.




  ‘Do look at me,’ Maud Chappell said softly. ‘It’s quite all right. You’ve done nothing wrong. Put the coal down, dear – it looks heavy.’




  Lily obeyed and looked blushingly up into her employer’s face. Mrs Chappell wore her hair swept up and pinned in a wispy, abstracted style which made her look rather artistic and vague.

  Wisps of it were forever escaping about her round face. In her eyes, Lily saw kindness, and a great yearning.




  ‘Oh, my dear . . .’ Mrs Chappell put a hand to her chest and her eyes suddenly filled with tears. ‘So like – in a way. Your lovely dark hair, your shape . . . A kind of

  essence . . . I’m sorry, dear, you must find me very strange. You’ll know we lost our daughter Naomi, bless her heart, oh, eleven years ago now! And when I saw you just then, of course

  you’re different, but you have a look of her . . . Why have I never seen it before?’ She sighed, wiping her eyes. ‘How lovely, to have you in our house . . .’




  And she drifted away, lost in emotion. Lily picked up the coal scuttle, confused, but also surprised to find her own eyes full of tears, her own hunger for a mother and for love answering Mrs

  Chappell’s loss and grief.




  That was how it began, her ascent in the house. By the time she was seventeen, the age at which Naomi Chappell lost her life, Lily had risen to be a maid of all work, and then, gradually, into

  personal maid and companion of Maud Chappell, a woman whose personal warmth covered a great inner loneliness. There was no shortage of money as Mr Chappell owned a string of carriage-building

  works, and the house in Hall Green, a pleasant suburb of Birmingham, was large and beautifully furnished. But with a mostly absent husband, two sons whose lives had long moved away from her into

  working the world, and a dead daughter, Mrs Chappell had lost a great deal that was dear to her. She adored young life and waited in hope of grandchildren.




  ‘Before my marriage, I was a trained nanny, you see,’ she explained to Lily one day in the flower-scented drawing room. ‘I lived with some beautiful families – and some

  of the dear little ones still write to me, now they’re older.’ Her eyes filled every time she talked about her charges. ‘There’s not much I don’t know about small

  children.’ She gave a sigh then, also. ‘I should have liked more of my own, but it was not to be.’




  As time passed, she grew to require more and more of Lily’s company.




  ‘You’re such an intelligent, gentle girl, and so very lovely. I can teach you, you see, if you like. If you learn about looking after small children, and a little elocution to

  correct that accent, you could have a very promising future.’




  Over the last five years, especially with the arrival of her five grandchildren, who she looked after as often as her daughters-in-law would let her, Mrs Chappell had more than made up for

  Lily’s lost education, and had also taught Lily everything she knew about the care of young children: diet and feeding, how to play with and handle them and all their infant needs of warmth

  and cleanliness, their training and how to remedy their maladies. Over the years Lily learned all sorts: how to soothe a child’s temperature with a wet pack, to put an infant with croup in a

  mustard bath or induce vomiting with ipecacuanha wine, to paint a tincture of iodine on a patch of ringworm, or treat scabies with Balsam of Peru. Mrs Chappell’s training of Lily became a

  labour of love and Lily was an eager student, thriving as much upon affection as education. She taught her to read and write beautifully, and speak in a more genteel manner, flattening out her

  Birmingham accent.




  ‘You really are turning into quite a young lady!’ she said sometimes, watching her with pride. As Lily grew older and entered her twenties, Mrs Chappell didn’t want to let her

  go to another position in the world. She needed her too much herself. And Lily had no wish to go either, from this home where she was loved and valued, after the cruel beginning life had dealt

  her.




  Mrs Chappell never asked much about Lily’s past. Lily was grateful, since she could remember so little and what she could remember, about living with the Hornes, she preferred to push from

  her memory. Maud Chappell asked only a few gentle questions and Lily told her that Mrs Horne had been good to her, which she had, until she died, leaving Lily at the mercy of her drunken husband

  and cruel daughters. But she did not want to think of them, of the agony and loneliness of that time. And Mrs Chappell simply saw something in her that it suited both of them to develop. The other

  maids working in the house at that time had been envious and spiteful about Lily’s rise up the ranks.




  ‘You’re the favourite all right, ain’t you?’ they’d say. ‘What makes you so blooming special, Miss La-di-dah?’




  Apart from Cook, those maids had all gone now, and the new ones coming into the house accepted things as they were. Lily enjoyed their company – Mary and Fanny and Joan – and knew

  she was going to miss them terribly now the household was all to be broken up. Only Joan, the youngest, was staying in the family, as she was being taken on by Mr John Chappell’s wife.




  Lily gazed at her own face in the glass now, suddenly deeply confused and frightened. All these years she had had a place. Now she had to go out and face the world alone.




  That week, Horace and John Chappell, with the help of the staff who they kept on for the purpose, were clearing the house with great speed. Two of the maids, Mary and Fanny,

  were paid off immediately, and there were tearful farewells as they left the house for the last time with their modest bags of belongings.




  Lily found it heartbreaking, watching her home of so many years being taken to pieces and having no say in the matter. Furniture began to disappear, workmen in overalls came and took away

  dressers and cupboards, rugs were rolled up and now their feet clumped loudly on the bare floorboards. Mrs Chappell’s elegant curtains were taken from the windows in the drawing room. More

  than once, Lily found Cook weeping into the pastry in the kitchen, and she kept dissolving into tears herself. It wasn’t just the house. Although Horace Chappell was unkind, his brother John

  was a more gentle character, and she was genuinely fond of all their children, whom she had known since they were born. Now she would never see them again!




  As her illness progressed, Mrs Chappell had said, ‘What you need to do, Lily dear, when I’m gone, is to apply for a position in The Lady. You’re quite experienced

  enough to work as a nanny for a family after all I’ve taught you. You’re just the sort of girl a good family would be crying out for.’




  Remembering Mrs Chappell’s advice, she went in search of a copy of The Lady, a genteel women’s publication in which were advertised posts for nannies and companions. One hot

  afternoon she sat out on the terrace at the back of the house, half in the shade of a laburnum, and looked at the positions on offer. She drew a ring round two of them. One was for a family by the

  name of Clutterbuck, who had just had a baby girl and wanted a nanny very quickly. They lived in Dorset. Lily was not absolutely sure where Dorset was but it seemed a possibility. There was another

  similar in Scotland, but it was a place she always thought of as dreary and cold. But the third advertisement made her heart pick up speed. A nanny was required by a Mrs Susan Fairford, wife of

  Captain Charles Fairford of the 12th Royal Lancers, stationed at Ambala, India, for their son, aged two. The address to apply to was in Chislehurst in Kent.




  Lily looked up from the magazine and stared unseeingly at the rose beds along the side of the house. India! Her head reeled. She was bewildered, afraid and suddenly full of excitement. India was

  the other side of the world! It was so different she could barely imagine it, except for other pictures she had seen in books of people riding elephants and one she remembered of a huge, waving

  grove of something called bamboo. But she was already captivated. She already knew she was going to apply for the position and go far away from this place, now all that had kept her here was gone.

  She had no one now. For a moment she thought about Mrs Horne. She was the only person she had ever called mother – but she was not her mother. Why had Mrs Horne brought her up in her kindly

  but rough and ready way? What had happened to her real mother and father?




  ‘They did a flit one night, according to the neighbours,’ Mrs Horne had told her. ‘Hadn’t been there long, in any case. They said she was dark and pretty like a gypsy,

  and expecting another child. All I know is, there you were playing in the gutter, all alone in just a little camisole, in the pouring rain. But I don’t s’pose you’ll ever find out

  now, bab. Best not think about it.’




  Lily knew there was no hope of ever finding out about her origins, and it hurt too much, looking back. She had moved too far from Mrs Horne, from growing up in Sparkbrook. She would start again,

  clean and fresh, and with sudden resolve she hurried up the now uncarpeted stairs to her attic room, sat at her little table and took the references Horace Chappell had handed her out of their

  thick envelope.




  But looking down at the sheets of paper with her name at the top of Mrs Chappell’s glowing reference, that desperate, lost feeling washed through her again. Her name, LILIAN

  HORNE, was written in capital letters at the top in Mrs Chappell’s immaculate copperplate script.




  Little Lilian Home. Whoever was she? Had she not been playing the part of someone else all these years, someone who Mrs Chappell needed her to be, and whose identity she had now taken on

  herself?




  She stood up and went again to the glass on her chest of drawers and her face stared back at her, strong-featured, with her burning dark eyes, her thick, wavy chestnut hair modestly fastened

  back and her demure, white-frilled blouse at her neck. It was the look of a respectable young woman, one who was now nicely spoken, genteel. Not an abandoned slum child fit only for the workhouse,

  the way the two Horne girls had made her feel. They’d always made sure she was a cuckoo in the nest, with their cruel tricks, their slaps and scratches.




  ‘Not Lilian Horne,’ she whispered. ‘I’m not a Horne and I never was.’




  She sat at her little table and opened its drawer, where she had some writing paper. Beside it in the drawer were three books. The one on top was a book of wildflowers, sketched by a John

  Waters. For a moment she picked it up and looked at it.




  Lily dipped her pen into the bottle of ink, and began, painstakingly, to copy out the references again, well instructed in mimicking Mrs Chappell’s elegant hand. At the top of the page, in

  large letters, she gave her name: LILY WATERS.




  





  Chapter Three




  ‘Miss Waters?’




  The maid had shown Lily into the parlour of the Chislehurst house to face a small, plump woman with a harassed expression and faded blond hair curling round the edge of a white bonnet. She found

  herself appraised by pale blue eyes, but somehow the experience was not as frightening as she expected. The house, though a fair size, was shabbier than the one in Hall Green! And she could hear

  children’s voices, squabbling in the background somewhere.




  ‘My name is Mrs Burton,’ the woman said, distractedly. ‘I am Mrs Fairford’s sister. Please, do take a seat.’




  She indicated an upright chair with a slightly moth-eaten seat cover, while she perched on another wooden chair nearby, her feet, in their laced brown boots, barely touching the floor. For a

  moment they both looked at one another. Mrs Burton seemed at a loss. She was obviously not used to the job in hand.




  ‘Well, you’re here, anyway.’ There was a pause in which Lily wondered what she was supposed to say, but this was followed by, ‘You have come all the way from Birmingham,

  I take it?’




  ‘Yes, I have.’




  The woman pressed the tips of her fingers to her forehead as if to gather her thoughts, then said, ‘My sister, Mrs Fairford, has asked me to find a nanny for her son, Cosmo –

  he’s just two years old. If my sister was in the country herself, she would be doing the interviews.’




  There was another awkward silence in which it occurred to Lily’s interviewer that she might peer at the references provided, holding them as far away from her as her short arms would

  permit.




  ‘These are very good – very!’




  ‘Thank you.’




  Mrs Burton rested the paper in her lap and squinted slightly. ‘Are you a proper nanny?’




  ‘Yes,’ Lily said, as Mrs Chappell had told her to, speaking slowly in her best, well-spoken English. ‘I’ve had a very good training and considerable experience of looking

  after five young ones. I don’t think I’d have any problem with one little boy.’




  ‘No, quite. And . . . What about India? You did realize you’d have to sail the seas? Live quite the other side of the world!’




  ‘Yes. I should welcome the adventure.’




  ‘Well, Susan hates it!’ This seemed to slip out by mistake and the colour rose in Mrs Burton’s cheeks. ‘Lord, I shouldn’t have said that. Most indiscreet of me. But

  she does. All those diseases. Of course, that was what led to . . . Oh, dear me, my mouth does run away so . . . She tries to make the best of it, though, dear Susan does. But the poor darling does

  so need help, what with Isadora being so . . .’ Once again she stopped. ‘Cosmo is not Susan’s only child. She has a daughter, who is . . . rather difficult. But she would not be

  your responsibility. Do you think you could adjust and be a help to my poor sister?




  ‘Well, I hope so – very much.’




  ‘Well—’ Mrs Burton stood up. ‘That’s very hopeful. I’ll be letting you know. But I expect you’ll take the post? You look the adventurous

  sort.’




  On the long train ride home, Lily already felt she had indeed begun on an adventure, was discovering in herself a taste for it. She kept saying her new name to herself. Lily Waters.

  That’s who I am now. It made her feel strong.




  Three days later a letter arrived, saying that her interview had been successful and if she was still willing to accept, the family would book her passage on a P&O liner to India.




  





  Chapter Four




  Ambala, India, 1905




  Lily’s first months in India were full of mixed, sometimes overwhelming, emotions.




  There was the journey to begin with, exciting, daunting, setting out to the other side of the world with nothing but hope and excitement, a small tin trunk containing her possessions and no

  clear idea of what she was going to find. The P&O steamer was an adventure in itself. She made friends with another nanny called Jenny, who was blonde and good-humoured and was on her way back

  out to a family in Poona after delivering one of the children to relatives in England.




  As they progressed east, the temperatures gradually rising, the two young women often walked out on the glaring deck to take the breeze blowing from the sea. Jenny, in a big sisterly way, was

  able to brief Lily about India.




  ‘You get used to it after a while,’ she said cheerfully. ‘The summer months can be hellish if you don’t go up to the hills, of course, though I expect your family will.

  And there’s a lot of social fun – parties and so on – for the adults and children. Just make sure you drink boiled water and wash your hands a lot. Lots of carbolic soap!

  It’s all right out there, really it is. You’ll soon settle in. Beats living in a backstreet in rainy old England, I can tell you.’




  The morning the boat gently nosed its way into the harbour at Bombay was one Lily would never forget. She stood on deck beside Jenny, the sun high, the humid heat alleviated by the breeze over

  the sea. The ship was rolling gently, the sea was a deep, ruffled green, and gradually the land came more clearly into view.




  ‘Dear old Bombay,’ Jenny said, shading her eyes with her hand. ‘D’you know, I loathed it all when I first came. But it’s grown on me. See the coast there –

  they call that the Ghats, that part rising from the sea – and then the mountains behind.’




  Lily thrilled with excitement at the sight of it. The high land in the distance looked a dull sandy colour, stained with patches of verdure lower down. Jenny had said the monsoon rains were not

  yet over and all the land was bright and green during the rainy season. As they moved closer, she began to see the city, a wide hotch-potch of white buildings, brilliant in the sun. The breeze

  dropped and gradually smells began to reach her, strange, alluring, sulphurous and scented. She felt the damp, heavy heat wrap round her. By the time they slid into the dock she was sweating

  profusely, her clothes limp with moisture, but she barely noticed, so enthralled was she by the sight of the bright colours and seething activity on the quay below, the white-uniformed band playing

  a toe-tapping marching tune and the busy, brown-skinned, different people of India.




  She said tearful farewells to Jenny at Victoria Terminus in Bombay as they both went to board different trains, Lily north to Delhi, on another leg of her long journey.




  ‘You’ll be all right, Lily, dear,’ Jenny assured her as she kissed her goodbye. The two young women had grown very fond of one another. ‘You’re one of the ones that

  will feel at home in India – I can tell.’




  It was true. Though it was all new and bewildering, beggars and teeming streets and everything strange, the heat, the food, the temples and mosques, yet amid all that she felt immediately happy

  and at home, as if this was a place where she was somehow born to be.




  The long train journey to Ambala Cantonment, across the great Punjab plain north of Delhi, was exhausting, as were the first days of getting used to the town and its ways. It was half native

  town, half army cantonment, and riding in a tonga that first afternoon, along a wide road through the cantonment, she caught sight, with an astonished gasp, of the huge, elegant residence

  of Captain Charles Fairford, in whose employment and family she had now placed herself.




  ‘So – you are the nanny they’ve sent?’ Susan Fairford held out her hand.




  ‘Yes,’ Lily said, shrinking inside. Her employer seemed as remote and frozen as the Antarctic.




  Mrs Fairford was petite in stature, with hair of a pale honey colour and a strikingly pretty face, with Cupid’s bow lips and wide blue eyes. She was dressed in a beautiful ivory gown with

  bows and flounces in the long skirt, the whole outfit nipped in tightly at the waist and showing off a slim, well-proportioned figure. As she spoke, Lily saw that she had little white teeth almost

  like a child’s. What was absent was any sense of warmth. The hand that she took to shake in introduction was small and unresponsive, like a dead thing.




  ‘Do sit down.’




  They sat opposite one another and Lily waited, hearing the ticking of the small ormolu clock from the mantelpiece. The room was at least pretty and feminine after the opulent, but creepy, hall,

  a museum to dead creatures whose heads and skins decorated the walls and floor. From the garden came the sounds of crows cawing.




  ‘My sister wrote to tell me that she thought you had sufficient experience as a nanny for my son. She also said that she liked the look of you. Knowing Audrey, I suppose she meant that you

  are pretty, though whether that is a qualification remains to be seen. I have had to trust my sister, being so far away. I hope she has made a wise choice.’




  All this was said in a distant, rather languid tone. Lily began to feel rather like a cow which has been brought from the market by proxy. Her heart sank further, but she told herself not to get

  upset. She had only just arrived and she had not met the boy yet. He was what mattered!




  ‘Well, I hope you think so,’ she murmured. ‘I’m looking forward to meeting your children.’




  ‘You only need to concern yourself with one of the children,’ Mrs Fairford said sharply. ‘I don’t know if my sister explained to you that we need a nanny for our son

  Cosmo, to prepare him for going home to school in England. Our daughter, Isadora, will not be going home. She is not . . . She . . .’




  Lily watched the woman’s face. For a moment her composure had slipped and an expression of pained confusion passed over her face.




  ‘Isadora is not fully able to be educated. She has certain – difficulties. Unfortunately she is much attached to her ayah, the Indian girl who continues to look after her.

  We’ve tried several times to prise her away from the girl, but it’s no good.’ Now there was bitterness in her voice.




  She’s jealous, Lily saw. It was a chink in the woman’s armour, and even though she found her cold and intimidating, she could see that Mrs Fairford suffered because she

  thought her daughter loved an Indian girl better than her own mother, that there was much that lay behind this frosty mask.




  ‘Cosmo is to be your charge.’ For a second her tone softened a tiny fraction, but immediately grew cool again. ‘We don’t want him brought up by natives. When he’s

  old enough he’ll go home to Eton, like his father, away from this beastly country. He will learn to be an English gentleman. In the meantime we want you to speak with him – in English,

  of course, always: you must stop his native prattle. Teach him songs and games from home, his letters and numbers and so on. Above all—’ suddenly she looked very directly at Lily as she

  spoke, with a tone of pleading – ‘be a friend to him.’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Fairford.’ She was not sure what else to say to this odd, naked request. She felt very discouraged by what she had seen so far of this chilly household. What on earth could

  Captain Fairford be like? She imagined a tight-lipped, forbidding man and wondered if that was the reason why Mrs Fairford seemed so tense and unhappy. Because she could see straight away that she

  was not looking at a contented woman. She decided to take the woman’s plea for her son as a sign of hope.




  ‘When am I to meet your little boy?’ she asked.




  ‘He and Isadora are resting at present. I suggest you go and do the same. I’ll send one of the servants to bring you to the nursery at teatime.’ It was a dismissal.




  ‘Yes, ma’am,’ Lily said.




  ‘You may call me Mrs Fairford. I don’t enjoy being called “ma’am”.’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Fairford.’




  Her employer stood up. ‘You may go.’




  Lily left the room, feeling low and close to tears. Was she wrong to expect Mrs Fairford to ask her a single thing about herself, about her welfare after her long journey, or to give some

  indication of welcome or gladness?




  You’ve been too used to Mrs Chappell, she told herself as she slipped along the passage to her bedroom. Not everyone’s like that. You’re going to have to get used to the fact

  that you’re a servant and nothing else.




  But as she lay down on her bed, having crawled in under the swathing mosquito net, it was a dispiriting thought, and her heart ached with unshed tears. On the journey to get here she had felt

  only excitement and expectation, but now she felt chilled and lonely.




  





  Chapter Five




  To her surprise she was awoken by a servant in a maroon uniform bringing a cup of very sweet tea which revived her spirits. The sight of his friendly face also made her feel

  better and he provided a pitcher of warm water with which she washed, then changed her clothes. Some time later the servant returned.




  ‘I am to take you to the nursery – Mrs Fairford sent me to fetch you.’




  As she made to leave the room, he added politely, ‘Your name is?’




  She gave him her name and he said his was Rajinder. His would be the first of many names she had to learn of the family’s large retinue of servants.




  The nursery consisted of two adjoining rooms, one for each of the children. Mrs Fairford was waiting for her with both the children: Cosmo on the floor, head bent over a box of wooden bricks,

  and the girl on a big rocking horse at the side of the room. Lily was delighted to see that they had a magnificent array of toys.




  Squatting on the floor beside the boy was the young ayah, dressed in a deep red sari. Lily was perturbed to see she had a silver ring through her left nostril. Mrs Fairford sat looking

  very stiff and formal and Lily felt once again intimidated, though at the same time she suddenly saw that their ages were not so very far apart either. Susan Fairford could not have been many years

  her senior, but it felt as if a great gulf of age and class separated them.




  ‘Ah – Miss Waters,’ she said in her clipped, cut-glass voice. ‘Your timing is good, at least. These are my children. Isadora, Cosmo – this lady has come to live

  with us. She has come to be your new nanny, Cosmo, darling!’ There was the first real hint of warmth in her voice as she spoke to her little boy.




  ‘Izzy – Isadora! Say hello to Miss Waters.’




  The girl stopped rocking for a moment and looked at Lily from beneath a very straight fringe of mole-brown hair. She had a round face with slanting eyes which stared hard at Lily. Then she

  smiled in a remote, inward-looking way and said something Lily couldn’t make any sense of before going back to her rocking.




  ‘In English, please, Izzy,’ her mother rebuked her sharply. ‘This is the trouble, you see, with children spending all their time with native servants. They pick up all sorts of

  bad habits.’




  Lily glanced at the Indian girl. It seemed very rude of Mrs Fairford to speak like this in front of her, but her face remained expressionless.




  ‘Now – Cosmo, darling,’ Mrs Fairford’s pretty face softened a fraction. ‘Come and meet Miss Waters.’




  The boy stood up and came towards them and as he did so, Lily experienced a peculiar pang. Never before had she seen such a beautiful child! He was slender, almost fairy-like, with a head of

  tumbling, honey-coloured hair. His lavender-blue eyes were widely set and shone with life and energy, with an open affection, utterly winning in its lack of guile. He was wearing a navy and white

  sailor suit, and his little legs, protruding from the shorts were slim, and fragile-looking.




  ‘Oh!’ Lily exclaimed, hardly meaning to. ‘Hello, Cosmo, dear! Aren’t you lovely!’




  She squatted down as he came towards her and to her surprise he ran straight into her arms and cuddled her, clinging on like a baby monkey. She found herself laughing and, caught off balance,

  almost tumbling over.




  ‘My goodness, well, this is a very nice greeting!’




  Looking up as she held the slender form of Cosmo Fairford, she caught sight of his mother’s face, alight with a kind of wistful joy. The ayah was smiling as well and Lily saw that

  she was young and sweet-faced.




  ‘Nursie nursie!’ Cosmo drew back and chanted into her face. ‘My nursie nursie!’




  ‘Yes – I’m your nursie,’ Lily agreed, a smile of joy on her face. In that moment she had received the warm welcome for which she had yearned.




  ‘Well – he appears to approve of you, at least,’ Mrs Fairford said. As she got to her feet she seemed to close down again, becoming cold and withdrawn. ‘The children

  always spend an hour with myself and their father before bed. Otherwise, Ayah will be able to tell you about Cosmo’s routine and his likes and dislikes.’




  She went over to Isadora who looked round at her with a blank expression, then as she went to pat the girl’s head, Isadora fought her off, screeching.




  ‘Oh, Isadora, do you have to?’ Mrs Fairford withdrew, her voice full of weary distaste, as Isadora cried, ‘Ayah! Want Ayah!’




  The ayah seemed to have more success in soothing the child’s strange outburst. Lily could see that Mrs Fairford tried not to show the change in her feelings as she parted with her

  son, but her smile, the softening of her eyes showed the great love she had for him, which broke through her mask of coldness. She kissed his cheek, stroking his hair.




  ‘You talk to Miss Waters about your little Chip-chip, um, darling?’ Aside to Lily, ignoring Isadora’s screams, she explained, ‘He has a favourite chipmunk in the garden.

  Goodbye, Cosmo, darling – Pater and I will see you later on.’ She left the room with a rustling of skirts.




  Isadora’s tantrum only lasted a few moments, as the ayah stroked her head, and arms, soothing her, then hummed a melancholy, high-pitched tune. She looked young, barely eighteen,

  Lily guessed, but there was something full-figured and mature about her. As she stroked Isadora’s head, the silver bangles on her arm gave off musical little jangling sounds. Now her mistress

  had left she seemed to feel free to speak. She turned and smiled sweetly at Lily.




  ‘Missy-baba is getting upset sometime. She like me to sing to her.’




  ‘You’re good with her. She likes you,’ Lily said, admiringly. It was clear that the girl’s mother had little affection for her and no idea how to behave towards her and

  it seemed very sad. Instead, Isadora had attached herself to this loving young girl who would give her affection.




  ‘She is good girl,’ the ayah said. She had warm, friendly eyes and Lily smiled back, feeling she had found a friend in this chilly household. ‘What is your

  name?’ she enquired shyly.




  With a pretty incline of her head, the girl said, ‘I am Srimala. You are Miss Waters?’




  ‘Oh, do call me Lily.’




  A second later, Cosmo, very emphatically, echoed, ‘Lily.’




  And the two young women smiled at each other.




  When she met Captain Fairford later that day, he came as a surprise. After meeting his wife, she had somehow expected a loud, overbearing man with blond hair like Cosmo’s

  and a stiff, military bearing, like the portraits she had seen hanging in the hall. Instead, when she and the ayah took the children down after their tea, she met a lean, slender man with

  a gentle expression and brown hair, which, though cropped short, threatened to break into curls. He wore a neat little moustache which seemed to smile along with his lips, and his eyes were warm

  and welcoming.




  ‘How very nice to meet you, Miss Waters.’ His tone balanced charm and formality in equal measure.




  Her hand was taken in a manly grip for a moment and quickly released, but his eyes lingered on her face with a kind look, so that she was startled to find tears prickling in her eyes. She was

  tired, she told herself, and more emotional than usual.




  ‘I trust you had a good journey? Quite an experience, first time in India, I should imagine?’ His voice was soft and beautifully spoken.




  She was nodding a reply, a lump still in her throat at being treated so kindly, but he went on, ‘Cosmo, I’m sure, has given you a warm welcome. He likes people, I’m happy to

  say. Not shy or retiring.’




  ‘He’s a lovely boy,’ she said carefully.




  ‘Oh yes!’ he laughed, bashfully. ‘Quite so. Grow up to be a credit, I’m sure. Fine chap . . .’




  ‘Perhaps you’d like to go to your room now,’ Mrs Fairford interrupted. ‘Your supper will be brought to you.’




  Lily nodded obediently. It was a relief to her to learn that, as she fitted neither into the category of family nor one of the large retinue of native servants, she would eat on her own in the

  evening. At the moment, since she was so used to faring for herself, that felt by far the least nerve-racking solution. That night she was longing to be alone.




  One of the servants had brought a tray to her room with chicken stew and vegetables, and afterwards she prepared herself for bed and lay with all the new impressions of the day seething in her

  mind. She wasn’t sure about Susan Fairford at all yet – the woman made her nervous. But the captain was much nicer than she expected, even if she wouldn’t have a great deal to do

  with him. Srimala seemed very easy to get along with. And then there was Cosmo – adorable, loving Cosmo. A smile spread over her face in the darkness. She had done the right thing coming

  here, she knew.




  





  Chapter Six




  Lily found Cosmo blissful from the start. She had never expected to experience such a deep attachment so quickly, but the feeling had been instant and only increased over the

  following days and weeks. He was quite a precocious child, but much loved and therefore very loving. And he seemed to adore her straight away, unquestioningly, as if she was a gift he had been

  expecting and longing for.




  From that first day he called her nothing but ‘Lily’, however much they worked for a time on ‘Miss Waters’.




  ‘Lily, Lily – come and play!’ he cried when she first appeared in the morning. And she found there was nothing she wanted more than to come and play! This instant, loving

  adoration was something she had never experienced before and she found she could hardly take her eyes off him. Of course he adored Srimala too, since she had cared from him when very young, but he

  seemed to have a heart that extended wide and fully.




  It took her much longer to decide whether or not she liked his mother. One moment Susan Fairford was snobbish and cold; the next she could be vulnerable and, at times, even warm, just in

  glimpses. One of the first surprises was her coming into the nursery during that first week and saying to Lily, ‘I suppose you don’t know how to ride a horse?’




  ‘No,’ Lily stuttered, astonished. ‘I’ve never even sat on one!’




  ‘Well, I want you to learn,’ Susan Fairford announced, perching herself stiffly for a moment on the low wooden nursing chair. A large fly buzzed sleepily across the room. ‘We

  are in the habit of riding in the morning here, but Charles and I don’t ride together. He rides with the regiment and I like to take Cozzy out myself – we’re teaching him, you

  see. And I’d like some help.’ She swallowed and added, as if the admission pained her, ‘And company. Not just natives.’




  Lily stared at her. The only horses she had ever seen were the nags which pulled drays on the streets of Birmingham. She hardly knew one end of a horse from another! But she wanted very much to

  please. And the idea of learning to ride and being able to explore the countryside outside the cantonment seemed immensely exciting.




  ‘I could try,’ she said uncertainly.




  To her surprise, Susan Fairford softened suddenly.




  ‘Good girl. You can learn quickly, I’m sure. Our syce is very good.’ Seeing Lily’s baffled expression she gave a faint smile. ‘That’s the groom

  – he looks after the horses. His name is Arsalan and I must say, for a native he’s very able. I’ll ask him to teach you on a leading rein until you feel more confident.’




  Within days, Lily had her first session seated on a horse, in a pair of riding breeches. Susan Fairford rode side-saddle, clad in a long riding dress, but she said Lily might feel safer

  straddling the horse and being able to grip on. She had never worn trousers before in her life and the thick breeches made her feel manly but much freer.




  The syce Arsalan was waiting at the appointed time on the lawn at the back of the house, holding a sleek chestnut horse on a leading rein. Arsalan was a slender man, dressed in loose

  white trousers and tunic, a bright white cloth coiled with impressive style round his head, with eyes which danced with mischievous warmth. Lily found it impossible to guess his age, but she liked

  him immediately, even before he had said a word, and she felt her nerves begin to fade.




  ‘Miss Waters?’ He gave a little bow from the waist. ‘I am here to give you a riding lesson. This is a good, quiet horse. You can ride her solo when you are ready. She will not

  be giving you any trouble.’




  He had a box for her to stand on and he instructed her how to climb on before teaching her how to sit and hold the reins. Although she was very nervous, she instantly liked the feel of sitting

  on the horse, and the smells of the warm animal and leather rising to meet her. She learned that the horse was called Blaze, because of the white stripe down her nose.




  ‘Now,’ Arsalan said, taking the leading rein. ‘We are ready to begin walking.’




  Patiently, day after day, he taught her to walk, then trot. She started to look forward to her lessons, and as she grew confident, she found it exhilarating. After the first week, though, her

  leg muscles were so strained that she could hardly walk. When she limped into the nursery one morning with a woebegone expression, Srimala put her hand over her mouth and broke into irrepressible

  giggles.




  ‘Horse riding is not good for ladies,’ she snorted, her eyes dancing with laughter. ‘Not riding legs over, like a man!’




  Lily sat down, wincing. ‘I’m only following orders.’ She squeaked with pain as she tried to move a leg again and then started laughing. ‘Oh dear! I like it really. I just

  hope I can get used to it. I don’t want to feel like this forever!’




  Srimala just giggled more, shaking her head, but then said, mischievously, ‘Arsalan says you are very good pupil.’ And she realized the servants had been enjoying the progress of her

  lessons and that she was a bit of a curiosity in the house. ‘And that you are very pretty lady.’




  Soon, she began to ride with Susan Fairford, Arsalan beside her, while Susan Fairford rode with Cosmo perched on the front of her saddle.




  On these excursions, Lily discovered the beauty of the Indian dawn. She would get up in the dark and go outside into the smell of dew on the ground. In the smoky-grey dawn light the trees were

  like ghosts which became washed in the pink rays of the rising sun. The air filled with smells of flowers and smoke from dung fires and the special aroma of the Indian earth. And she discovered a

  sense of freedom and space in the immensity of the Indian landscape which lifted her heart into a state of great joy such as she had never experienced before.




  Each day they rode for an hour or more, along the road out of the cantonment and into the countryside, all of them silent for long periods, awed by the scene about them. Lily began to get a

  sense of Ambala as a tiny dot, like a speck of dust in the immensity of India. Her view of it widened, seeing the vivid green fields round the town, the rising sun glinting on streams and paddies

  and village tanks, the terracotta temples close to the river and the the wayside shrines and circular haystacks at the edges of the fields. She saw that Ambala was simply one of a myriad of

  settlements on the great Punjab plain stretching north to the mountains, to the snowy Himalaya whose meltwater poured down to become the great Ganges on its way to the Bay of Bengal.




  It was the first time she had been out, anywhere, into wide countryside, not hemmed in by streets and buildings, and it made her see things afresh. The cantonment was an inward-looking world

  with its own bazaar, and rituals of church and flag-waving military parades and parties, striving to keep as separate as possible from the ‘native’ town: from India itself. This state

  of affairs was in fact maintained by a stream of Indian workers whose names Lily was gradually beginning to learn. She liked learning these new words, often from Srimala, who laughed unrestrainedly

  at the way she pronounced them.




  ‘The man with the donkey – he is the dhobi, the laundryman,’ she instructed. Lily soon came to recognize this man, who peered out through round, pebbly spectacles and

  carried a flat iron full of heated coals. ‘And the mali – he is doing the garden.’




  The cantonment life seemed to be all-consuming, as if there was nothing else. Yet now, riding through the soft air of these beautiful, roseate dawns, she saw with wonder, with infatuation, that

  there was so much more; there was all this vast land, and the great arc of the sky, stretching almost unimaginably further than she could see.




  During these morning rides, she began to get to know Susan Fairford differently.




  Over the weeks Lily had watched the Fairfords and found them confusing. Charles Fairford, when he was at home, behaved like a model husband, ever courteous and charming to his wife, and

  attentive to his children during his brief times with them. The regiment had a number of animals attached to it as mascots and companions for the men. Some were dogs, but there was also a monkey

  called Nippy, and sometimes Charles Fairford carried Nippy home on his shoulder to see the children and let them watch his tricks. Lily was as charmed as they were by the tiny brown creature with

  its shiny, intelligent eyes.




  At first Lily envied what seemed to be the idyll of a perfect marriage, lived out in splendour and comfort. But she soon grew to see the loneliness of Susan Fairford’s life. Charles was

  away a great deal. He dined in the Officers’ Mess several times a week, leaving Susan to find what friendship she could among the other army wives. Lily saw, and Susan allowed her to see,

  that Charles was a man married more to the army than to his wife. And though Charles was the picture of strength and health, India did not suit Susan, who was prone to prostrating stomach

  complaints and fevers which reduced her to a most wretched condition.




  She was also forever in a nervous state about the children’s health, the hygiene of their clothes and food and who they mixed with, and her anxiety made her constantly irritable. But

  sometimes, in the gentle light of those morning rides, she relaxed and became more confiding, as if the uncertain light of dawn dissolved also some of the boundaries between mistress and servant.

  On a horse she became girlish and happy.




  





  Chapter Seven




  The burning, muggy months of Indian summer gave way to the pleasant days and chill nights of winter. For Lily, life revolved happily round the little world of the nursery, the

  children’s routine of meals and games and sleep, and its child’s rhythm made her feel secure.




  One night, towards the end of October, she woke to the sound of knocking.




  ‘Miss Lily!’ Srimala hissed through the bedroom door.




  Srimala was outside. ‘It is Mrs Fairford. She has been taken ill, and is asking for you.’




  ‘For me?’ Lily said, astonished.




  ‘The captain is not here—’




  Captain Fairford had gone up country for a few nights with the regiment and Susan’s maid did not sleep in the house but went home to her family every night.




  ‘She has a fever and she wants you to come – quick, hurry!’




  The night was cold, and Lily put her dressing gown on and followed Srimala. She had never been in Susan Fairford’s bedroom before and she held her gown round her, feeling nervous and as if

  she were trespassing. A candle was burning on the bedside table and the mosquito nets were lifted back over the bed frame out of the way. Lily could make out the restless form, lying under only a

  sheet and looking surprisingly small and vulnerable.




  With grave eyes, Srimala looked across and beckoned to Lily, who moved nervously, closer to the bed.




  ‘Lily?’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Fairford.’




  ‘Give me a drink of water . . . Please . . . Srimala, you can go.’




  Srimala shot an encouraging smile at Lily and disappeared with a gentle clink of bangles.




  ‘You may sit down,’ Susan Fairford said, after sipping from the glass of water. As Lily sat on the chair by the bed, she heard Susan murmur, ‘I do feel so very

  unwell.’




  Lily was reminded of sitting beside Mrs Chappell’s bed in her last weeks.




  ‘Is there anything else you would like?’




  Susan was obviously running a high fever. She gave a low moan, her face creasing in distress.




  ‘Oh, I do have such a terrible pain in my head . . . As if it’s going to crack open . . . If you could cool my head . . . There, in the drawer – handkerchiefs . . .’




  Lily carefully laid a wet handkerchief across Mrs Fairford’s forehead, pressing it gently to her temples, the way Mrs Chappell used to ask her to. As she did so, Susan Fairford moaned

  again.




  ‘Oh, you dear girl . . . Oh, for someone to understand . . .’




  She began to sob suddenly, tears rolling out from under her closed lids, her body quivering. Lily was quite unsure what to do, so she took the sodden handkerchief and cooled it again, pressing

  it gently to her mistress’s forehead, wondering what it was that was causing her such distress. But she did not feel it was her place to speak and she stood, gently caressing her temples. She

  wished Srimala was still there. After a few moments of the shuddering sobbing she said, as she remembered saying to Maud Chappell, ‘Is there something else I can do for you?’




  ‘Get me out of this country – that’s how you can help!’ Susan Fairford cried, in a distraught voice. ‘I hate India – it killed my baby and they’ll take

  Cosmo away from me, they’ll send him away and there’s nothing I can do about it, nothing! Oh God, what can I do? I’m so worthless, sitting about here in pretty clothes doing

  nothing, being nothing in my life! All I can ever so is sit and watch life go past. And they’ll take my beloved little boy away from me and he’s all I’ve got I’ll . . . I

  think I’ll go mad . . . !’




  She curled in on herself, on her side like a child, and the sobbing became truly heartbroken, though in between she groaned at the extra pressure her crying was inflicting on her head. The sound

  of her grief reached down into Lily, touching something in her. When the woman had quietened a little, Lily said to her, ‘What do you mean, they’ll take him away?’




  ‘To school, of course . . .’ She spoke slowly, her voice slurred with exhaustion and pain. ‘He has to go . . . No choice – Fairford family, traditions and so forth. Eton,

  the army, India . . . That’s Cosmo’s life, whether he likes it, or I like it. Charles won’t hear of anything else. Boarding school before they’re five, get them out of India

  to prep school or they go native, send them home . . . My family’s not of their station . . .’ Her voice had been hard and bitter as she spoke but now her face contorted and she was

  crying again. ‘And there’s Cranbourne, that wretched place. It’s only in the family through Charles’s mother: her brother inherited the estate and he was far too odd to

  marry – and Charles’s brother William is just like him . . . Oh, I don’t want Cosmo to go. I can’t bear it!’




  Lily took courage and reached across, taking Susan Fairford’s clammy hand in hers as she wept. Feeling the pressure of Lily’s hand on hers, she opened her eyes, startled, as if she

  had almost forgotten she was there.




  ‘Thank you,’ she said with such sudden humility that Lily felt tears slide into her own eyes. ‘You’re a dear. I do believe you are. I do so need someone to be kind to

  me.’




  What about Captain Fairford? Lily thought. He was such a gentle and handsome man and he seemed so kind and polite. Perhaps Mrs Fairford was missing him?




  ‘The captain will be back very soon,’ she said, in an attempt to be reassuring.




  Susan Fairford opened her eyes again. She looked sad, but also angry. Haltingly, she said, ‘The trouble is, you see, Charles was born in India. That makes all the difference. He

  can’t begin to understand how I pine for home, because for him, this is home. But it will never be for me.’ Her lips curled in disgust. ‘Filthy, stinking place, with all their

  heathen habits . . . D’you know, on winter mornings like now, when we take the horses out, just every so often there’s a smell, a whiff of England in winter or spring, that cold air.

  And just for a second then, I’m back in Sussex, and the orchards, the villages and little churches. I haven’t seen it for five years now and I so long to. Sometimes it feels like an

  illness, like grief . . . Can you understand?’




  Lily thought about it. Did she know how to feel loss, grief, for a place, or a person? Move on, don’t miss anything, anyone, that was her way. After all, who had she ever had in her life

  who she could really lose or miss? She had barely let herself think of Mrs Chappell or England. She had shut it all away and left with barely a backward glance, had simply transferred herself here.

  No, to be truthful, she could not really understand.




  ‘I do a bit,’ she said, trying to be helpful. ‘But I don’t have a family at home, you see.’




  Susan Fairford’s eyelids were drooping with pain and tiredness.




  ‘No?’ she said, drifting. ‘I suppose I know nothing about you, Lily. You’re a strange girl . . . But kind. I can see that . . .’




  Lily sat by her as she drifted off to sleep and stayed with her until the dawn light seeped in at the windows.




  





  Chapter Eight




  Ambala, India, 1907




  ‘Ironside? Mr Ironside, the Daimler mechanic? Splendid – it is you!’




  The round, pink face appeared among the natives who swarmed round Sam the moment he stepped down from the train. Sam was damned glad to see the bloke. He had no idea where to go next or how to

  deal with all these wogs, not knowing the ropes at all, so he stood looking over their heads and brushing smuts off his sleeve. It wouldn’t do to look uncertain of himself.




  The fellow was barking commands in Hindustani, shooing all the Indians out of the way, and suddenly the hustle and bustle of coolies and tea vendors shifted away in search of someone else who

  might be interested. The two of them faced each other in the shade of the platform.




  ‘Corporal Hodgkins – sir.’ The fellow clicked his heels and made as if to salute, but as an afterthought, stuck out his hand instead. ‘At your service, sir. Welcome to

  Ambala Cant. The captain sent me to meet you, sir. They’re waiting for you at the Fairfords’ residence.’




  ‘The car . . . ?’




  ‘Already unloaded, sir, this morning. All ready to go, she is, and looking very nice, if I may say so. Hand me your bag, sir – no, jao, jao! He bawled at another coolie who

  approached to try and take the luggage. Sam could see the fellow enjoyed shouting about the place like that. ‘Let’s be going, shall we, sir?’ he continued unctuously.

  ‘You’ll find it more congenial at the house. Very nice, it is, at the Fairfords’.’




  Corporal Hodgkins led the way along the platform, past the whole array of waiting rooms – first, second, third classes, one for ladies with its closed screen doors which immediately made

  Sam curious about what went on inside, his mind diverting irresistibly to the mysterious bodies of Indian women under those bright, silken clothes which they wore so seductively, and he had to drag

  himself back to the present. He sized Hodgkins up from behind. Not what you’d think of as a soldier, Sam thought. He reckoned that of the two of them he was the one who looked fitter for

  soldiering. His frame was trim and muscular. Nothing to be ashamed of there. But following the corporal he saw that the fellow was very robust, despite the schoolboy face. Sam wasn’t keen on

  these army types, expecting them to come on all superior, so he took childish pleasure in seeing that one of Hodgkins’s bootlaces had come loose and was trailing in the dust.




  As they left the station building, Sam screwed up his eyes against the piercing sunlight. It was February, so the temperatures were pleasant, the sky a wintry blue. At once they were surrounded

  by more hullaballoo, a teeming crowd of humanity all desperate to scratch a living. Among the crowds he noticed human grotesques from which he averted his eyes – one ghastly figure squatting

  by the wall with no nose! And all muddled up with them were cows and filthy, skeletal dogs and huge, dusty crows. And the flies and piles of ordure – the stench of the place! God in heaven,

  what a hole! It was worse even than Delhi, if that were possible. The sights and smells turned his stomach.




  But when they reached the goods yard all this was wiped from his mind because, to his astonishment, there was the Daimler! Of course this should not have been any surprise, but it still felt

  like a miracle.




  ‘Amazing,’ he muttered to himself, a delighted grin spreading over his face. ‘That anything works in this hellhole!’




  He hadn’t seen her since the docks when they craned her on to the ship, and hadn’t actually seen her taken off when they arrived in Bombay. He’d still been feeling so dicky

  when they arrived that he hadn’t been able to leave the cabin, so a fellow had brought him a docking paper to sign. But now, here she was, paintwork shining, parked up there like a familiar

  face in all this foreignness, so that he almost wanted to go up and kiss her, as if she was his woman waiting out there for him.




  ‘There we are, sir . . .’ For one second he thought Hodgkins was going to salute the car, but he managed to restrain himself. ‘I say, the horseless carriage! I’m looking

  forward to seeing you start her up!’




  Sam was looking forward to it too. He knew that car, every inch of her, like he knew Helen’s body. He could show Hodgkins a thing or two. While he was getting the starter handle in place,

  Hodgkins went to put his bag in the back, but the next thing Sam heard was a strained kind of grunt and when he straightened up he couldn’t see Hodgkins anywhere.




  ‘Damn and blast it!’ came from the rear somewhere.




  Hodgkins had sprawled flat on his face in the dirt, and by the time Sam got round to him he was jumping up quick, brushing himself down, putting his topi back on straight. The silly

  bugger had tripped over his own bootlace.




  ‘All right?’ Sam asked, keeping his face straight.




  ‘Yes, of course,’ Hodgkins snapped, with puce cheeks.




  Sam strolled round to the front again, cool as you like, and cranked the handle. The Daimler started up like a dream.




  Until then, he hadn’t given much thought to meeting Captain Fairford. The journey itself had been adventure enough: the sea voyage through Suez to Bombay, then the long

  train ride to Delhi, and north-west to Ambala. He’d had no real idea, until then, of the true size of India. He had to hand it to those engineer boys – building railways here was some

  feat. The few paper inches the journey had traversed on the map translated into hour upon hour of baked country.




  In fact, the notion of seeing the Daimler again and delivering her safely hadn’t seemed real, but now it felt marvellous to be behind the wheel. With Hodgkins barking out directions, he

  drove along the edge of the ‘native town’ to the cantonment, where Captain Fairford would be waiting for his car. Sam’s job was to instruct the captain and his staff in driving

  and maintaining her.




  ‘The native town is pretty much off-limits,’ Hodgkins was saying.




  ‘Many motors here?’ Sam was having to watch the road carefully, what with all the carts and bicycles, the dogs, children and cows all gawping as they passed and meandering across the

  dirt road.




  ‘Just a few. Not all as fine as this one though. The captain is very pukka.’




  At a glance, in the bright sunlight, Sam saw glimpses of side streets, jumbled messes of hovels heaving with dark-skinned people. He shuddered, but he wasn’t going to show Hodgkins. He

  wanted to be seen taking everything in his stride. But it was the smell that was most overpowering. A pall of foul smoke seemed to lie over the native lines, the air tinted brown.




  ‘Dung.’ Hodgkins had seen his grimace. ‘The fuel they use. Cow dung. The stink gets right into your nostrils until you don’t notice. But you don’t want to have

  anything to do with the natives. The only chaps who take themselves off there are after a bit of . . . well, you know . . .’ Sam didn’t have to turn and look to see the smutty

  expression on his face. ‘A bit of recreation, let’s say. By crikey, you’d have to be desperate – that’s all I can say. Oh – and for Christ’s sake

  don’t go hitting any of the cows. You’ll have every Hindu in the neighbourhood down on you in a pack. Sacred, you see, old man. Top of the pecking order, the cow.’




  ‘I see,’ Sam said.




  ‘Now – this is the cantonment,’ Hodgkins announced proudly.




  He hardly needed to say. They were on broader roads, trees on either side, and larger buildings set back from the road. After the glimpses of the native part it seemed very orderly and quiet.

  There were a few individuals on the road, in khaki drill, and a horse and trap came trotting towards them, with a jingling of bells. A red stone church tower appeared on their left.




  ‘Just down here,’ Hodgkins said.




  Blimey, Sam thought as they swung into the drive of the dazzling white residence. He was nervous now. There was serious money here. As they turned in, a native child who’d been squatting

  by the gate leaped up and dashed towards the house on legs thin as hairpins, shouting and waving his arms. He must have been waiting to pass on the news, Sam realized, because a moment later people

  started to appear and by the time he’d cut the engine off there was quite a crowd gathering outside the arched frontage of the house. In the sudden quiet, the billowing cloud of dust the car

  had raised blew in a slow swirl across the lawn.




  Hodgkins leaped out of the car, looking immensely important and pleased with himself. Sam just had time to take in that the whole household seemed to have come out and there was quite a gaggle

  of natives, all staring, with a few white faces scattered among them. One figure pushed through the rest and walked smartly towards them. Sam felt himself tighten inside. Captain Fairford. He had

  to spend the next six weeks or so at the man’s side. He braced himself for all the class and army superiority which would come off him like sweat.




  At last Hodgkins had a viable reason to salute, which he did with tremulous gusto, heels clicking.




  ‘At ease,’ Captain Fairford said. ‘Thank you, Hodgkins.’




  Hodgkins lowered his arm, took two steps back, tumbled over one of a row of flowerpots neatly arranged along the front edge of the lawn and lurched backwards, ending up flat on his back on the

  grass. Titters came from the female members of the party. With an effort, Sam kept his face straight.




  ‘Are you all right, Hodgkins?’ Captain Fairford, who had been striding towards Sam, diverted for a second.




  ‘Yes, sir. Quite all right, sir.’ Once again, Hodgkins scrambled to the vertical, hat in hand, bending to right the pots of fledgling chrysanthemums.




  ‘Splendid.’ Captain Fairford held out his hand, eyes not quite managing to convert their twinkling amusement at Hodgkins’s antics into something more formal. ‘Captain

  Fairford, Twelfth Royal Lancers. You’re the Daimler mechanic? So glad you’ve arrived at last. The house has been on tenterhooks.’




  The captain was younger than Sam had expected, lightly built with dark brown, wavy hair and a sensitive face that would have seemed more in place on a scholar than a soldier. And he had a

  modest, neat ‘tache, much like Sam’s own. There was keen intelligence, shrewdness, and the dark brown eyes, though still tinged with laughter, took Sam in at a glance. However swift the

  glance and with whatever upper-class etiquette, Sam knew he was being measured up. But he felt himself relax. He liked the look of Fairford, so far.




  ‘Ironside. Motor mechanic.’




  ‘Well – welcome to Ambala.’ He looked properly at the car then. ‘I say,’ he breathed.




  The captain circled his new acquisition, making admiring noises and firing questions and the rest of the household edged forward. Most of them seemed to be native servants. Among them, though,

  Sam’s attention was caught by a European woman holding a sleepy-looking boy in her arms. She was dark-haired, her features voluptuous and extraordinarily striking. He thought he had never

  seen a face with so much life in it, the dark eyes seeming to flash with energy as she looked at the car, and yet there was a closedness in her expression which he found immediately intriguing. She

  held the boy to her very tenderly, his fair curls bright against the dark stuff of her blouse. After a moment Captain Fairford seemed to remember something and looked round.




  ‘Where’s Sus— er, Mrs Fairford?’




  ‘She’s with Ayah and Isadora,’ the dark-haired woman said. Her voice was soft and well-spoken.




  Captain Fairford nodded, and turned his attention back to the car. The servants were gathered round now, chattering quietly, inquisitive fingers marking the dust on the hot bonnet.




  ‘Well, Ironside,’ the captain said, hands on hips. Sam could see the man was excited and he liked him for it. He was a car man, all right. It just got hold of some men and

  wouldn’t let go. ‘We must get you a drink, and as soon as you’ve had a wash and brush up, we’ll take her out for a spin.’




  ‘Why not before?’ Sam said, holding his gaze. ‘Sir.’




  A grin spread across Captain Fairford’s face. The fact that the establishment where Fairford was educated would have been far superior to Sam’s Coventry Board School was of no

  account in those seconds. They were like two eager lads in a school yard.




  ‘Well, Ironside, if you’re game – why not?’




  





  Chapter Nine




  Charles Fairford was a gentleman. From the moment Sam arrived in the cantonment the captain went out of his way to put him at his ease, treating him almost like an equal. The

  same, however, could not be said of his wife.




  Sam disliked Susan Fairford on sight, and it was pretty clear she felt the same about him. Of course, he thought, it was hard to tell with these stuck-up little English misses what their actual

  feelings might be about anything, but she certainly went out of her way to pull rank and put up every social and class barrier she could get away with.




  That first afternoon Sam took the captain out for a quick spin. They weren’t alone. From the crowd of servants, Charles Fairford called out a tall, thin native fellow. With everyone else

  watching – that was something Sam was discovering about India, the way everything seemed to be done to an audience – he introduced the fellow as his syce, or groom, Arsalan. He

  had been chosen to learn about a new ‘horse power’ they were developing in the modern world of industry.




  ‘I want you to teach me, and Arsalan here, everything you know,’ Captain Fairford said. ‘He’s my right-hand man.’




  Sam hadn’t expected that, not entrusting the Daimler to a native. The chap had probably never learned to read and write, so it seemed a bit rich to expect him to get to grips with the

  workings of the internal combustion engine! But it wasn’t his place to argue. As they got into the car he caught sight of the dark-haired woman carrying the sleeping boy along the veranda.

  Something about the way she moved drew him and he had to be careful not to stare.




  This Arsalan fellow sat up at the back and Sam drove the two of them out along the cantonment roads, which all looked pretty much the same to him. The sun had sunk low as they made their way

  back and the light turned bronze, then pink.
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