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‘Do you know why the peacock 
gives those terrible screams?’ 
asked Una. ‘He has looked down 
and suddenly seen his feet. He had 
been so busy admiring his train 
that he had forgotten he had them.’










1


Ganesh, the old gardener at Shiraz Road, was showing Ravi, the young gardener, how to sow the summer seeds.


‘What, more flowers!’ Ravi’s expression had said. This Delhi garden was already full of them: turrets of roses, long beds of more roses, all now in their second flush: borders of delphiniums and lupins, snapdragons, petunias, dianthus, stocks; English flowers, most of them unfamiliar to Ravi, though he knew pansies and, of course, knew the creepers that flowered over walls, summer house and pavilion – scarlet bunches of clerodendron, blue trumpets of morning glory and, everywhere, bougainvillaea cream, pink, magenta and crimson. Bowls of narcissi, growing in pebbles, were carried into the house for which, each morning, Ganesh arranged a score of flower vases. Pots of carnations were ranged on the steps and along the paths and, in the cut-flower garden, shielded by jasmine hedges from what Ganesh called the ‘show-garden’, were cornflowers, poppies, sweet sultan, sweet peas.


Ganesh always gave these a double ‘s’ like a hiss – ‘Ssweet ssultan,’ ‘ssweet pea’; Ravi, who could pronounce them perfectly, did not name them at all; he worked mostly in silence. Now he was dribbling the seeds two or three at a time into the drills he had made in shallow earthenware pans. The seeds were nicotiana and portulaca to bloom in the hot weather. Ravi had not seen their flowers either but when they were sown he would lift the pans on to the slatted shelves of the seed house he and Ganesh had built last October, a small bamboo house on stilts; every evening its roof of mats would be rolled back so that the seedlings could have the cool air and morning dew; by day they would be shaded from the sun. Ravi had learnt how to water the minuscule plants by dipping a leaf in water and shaking it over them – the finest watering-can nozzle, Ganesh had told him, would give jets too strong.


It was oddly delicate work for such a big young man and Ravi’s hands were not deft; Ganesh often frowned as he watched him at work. ‘Beta – son,’ he said. ‘You could do anything,’ meaning Ravi should do something else, but Ravi had paid fifty rupees to Ganesh – ‘tea money’ – to get this post, and so he only smiled his absent smile, absent because his thoughts were far away. ‘You are educated.’ Ganesh said it almost as an accusation. ‘You are much educated.’


‘Am I?’ Ravi did not contradict; nor did he say that the attraction of gardening was that he could be a gardener with his hands, his back and strong legs, keeping his mind for his own. Ravi was the ‘chota mali’ – ‘chota’, in his case, meaning not ‘little’ but ‘lesser’; if he had been the ‘burra mali’ or head gardener like Ganesh, he would have had to think, plan, decide, take responsibility; as it was, he could dig and weed unworried, squatting on his heels with the sun on his back – if he were alone in the garden he worked only in a loincloth – carry water, flail the dew from the lawns with bamboo rods so that the sun would not scald the precious grass. He would sow seeds that would grow, minding their own business, into their own beauty; a few would never quicken or would have their first shootings overcome; some would wither. ‘If they must, they must,’ said Ravi.


‘But you must sow them as carefully as you can,’ said Hemango Sharma who was Ravi’s best – perhaps now his only – friend.


Hem was always anxious. ‘Should you not,’ he had asked, ‘change your name?’ but Ravi had only laughed. ‘I am Ravi Bhattacharya, good or bad. Let them do as they like.’


‘You do not know what it is they do,’ Hem had said roughly.


‘I don’t want to know,’ said Ravi.


‘And I don’t want to talk about it, but remember young Injit and Prasad are both still in prison,’ and Hem had walked away to the lower garden among the baskets and hoses and humble earthenware pots which somehow calmed him.


Shiraz Road was one of the wide tree-shaded roads of New Delhi with spacious houses and flowered, fountained roundabouts; an oasis in the India of struggle and striving with which Hem was concerned; misery, privation, slums, disease – ‘Particularly disease,’ said Ravi – but in this protected world of No. 40 Shiraz Road and its like, if there were a drought the fountains still played, ‘Though only for a time,’ said Hem. ‘There will be an electricity strike.’ Though there was famine in the country, the Delhi ladies still went to Connaught Place to buy cherry cake and canapés for their parties, ‘Again, not for long,’ said Hem. ‘There will be riots.’ ‘It has always been like this,’ said Ravi. ‘That’s what makes it so peaceful here.’


‘Once you, too, wanted it broken.’


‘I know better now.’


‘Or worse.’ Hem gave a sigh. Then he said, ‘At least nothing – and no one – can interrupt you here,’ and, Presently, when it is dark, thought Hem, you, Ravi, will stand and stretch your six-foot strength and go to your hut at the end of the garden – Hem always seemed able to see Ravi’s every movement. You will wash at the courtyard tap, pouring water over yourself from your lota, then put on a clean loincloth, a singlet or muslin shirt, eat with your fingers those chapattis – soft wheat biscuit-bread – and the vegetables and lentil sauce I insist you buy, then you can light your lamp and, if the writing comes to you, write. ‘If it does not come, never mind; it will come tomorrow,’ Ravi would have said. Hem often thought Ravi did not fret or despair enough to be what Hem thought of as a true poet, but there are poets and poets and Ravi would sit on the floor at his table, which was an old school desk with the legs sawn off, until he was tired, then sleep on his charpoy, the cheapest native string bed. ‘You need not be quite so simple,’ said Hem, but simplicity was the present fetish. ‘You make a romance of everything,’ complained Hem.


‘Of course,’ said Ravi. Perhaps his poem would wake him in the night, perhaps not, but presently, in time, a poem whole and new would come. Even now, as his fingers pressed the seeds into their pit of earth – ‘Too deep,’ Ganesh would have groaned – words were beginning to form themselves in Ravi’s head. Like a seed, a poem had a miraculous power of growth, ‘Except flowers are more certain,’ said Hem.


Ravi knew Hem gave him these pricks only to spur him on – and would not be spurred. ‘Sust – lazy,’ Hem would fling at him.


‘Chalta purza – busybody,’ Ravi would fling back, then put his arm round the shoulders of his friend. I am so plain, thought Hem, so dark-skinned against your height and fairness – ‘Complexion of bright wheat,’ the admiring girls who had known him said of Ravi, said it usually to Hem. Ravi, though, had no use for girls. ‘I have never seen one that I liked. When I do . . .’


‘Some idealized model of a damn Rajput princess, I suppose,’ said Hem.


‘Come, make peace,’ said Ravi, who could be irresistibly winning. ‘Cease teasing me and I won’t tease you. What is there to worry about?’


‘You may yet be dismissed,’ said Hem.


‘Not very well.’ Ravi was calm. ‘This is an United Nations house. They might dismiss one of their own people, but not one of us.’


‘Unless you are as usual unusually foolish.’


‘Granny Hem,’ teased Ravi, but Hem was right; Ravi himself never knew when he might become restless. ‘To be at the beck and call of one man,’ he grumbled.


‘Not one man,’ said Hem. ‘Four years ago it was the French delegate who lived here; last year it was the great Mr Svend Ramussen; now it is this new Secretary for the First Asian Common Market Conference, Sir Edward Gwithiam. Next year, who knows? They cannot much interfere,’ and it was true Ravi had only seen the English Sir Edward as a small colourless man in the distance in the upper garden or on the verandah of the house. ‘The house is the United Nations,’ Hem insisted.


‘And there is no Mem,’ Ganesh would have added with satisfaction. Ganesh knew that Memsahibs, Indian or Western, white, brown, black or yellow, could disrupt even a nation; at present, No. 40 Shiraz Road was blissfully at peace.


Then, one day in late January, news filtered from the house servants to the gardeners that soon there would be a Mem – ‘A sort of Mem,’ said Ganesh. Two Miss-babas, Sir Edward’s children, were coming from England. ‘They will play ball,’ said Ganesh in dread. ‘They will be noisy and ride their bicycles over our flowers’ beds.’


‘These are not our flowerbeds.’ Another fetish was that Ravi did not wish to own anything.


‘It is many years since we had babas here,’ said Ram Chand, the old bearer, and the house was in a ferment of excitement. Ravi did not care either way; the children of Sir Edward were nothing to do with him. He was cleaning out the pavilion lily pool and, now the fountain had been turned off, could see his reflection among the goldfish. Ravi’s hair was long to his neck and he had stuck a frangipani flower in it, just behind his ear. ‘Are you a Santali maiden in the marriage market?’ He could imagine Hem’s caustic remark, but the effect of the deep-cream petals against the well-oiled black pleased Ravi mightily.


Bonfires! Nothing but bonfires! Hal Gwithiam wrote in her diary. Such a deal of wonder has broken out within this hour! The Winter’s Tale was much in Hal’s head; the school was doing it for the end-of-term play and Hal was playing Perdita – was to have played Perdita, she corrected herself, because nothing but bonfires! Crackers sent for Una and me. Crackers was their headmistress, Mrs Carrington. We have been back at school two days, only two days, she wrote, but he has written to say we are to leave at once and go out to him in Delhi – saved from this horrid old dump. ‘He’ was her father, Sir Edward Gwithiam; the ‘dump’ was Cerne, one of England’s most distinguished schools – and one of the most expensive, as Great-Aunt Frederica continually reminded them. ‘It costs Edward more than a thousand a year to keep each of you there.’ Yet money alone could not get a girl in. ‘There has to be some ability,’ as dry Mrs Carrington said. Hal guessed she would not have qualified if it were not for Edward’s name and the fact that he was abroad – ‘And his high position,’ said Great-Aunt Freddie. It was also because Una was there, ‘And Una has brains.’ Hal did not say it enviously – and, too, Hal had no mother; ‘No mother at home,’ said Hal. Una had had another mother, Kate, who had died when Una was born.


At Cerne, though, Hal had won her way as she always did. Had she not been chosen as Perdita – ‘the prettiest low-born lass that ever ran on the green-sward’? She supposed she was low-born compared to Una and she was certainly pretty – ‘too pretty for your own good,’ said Great-Aunt Freddie. Hal did not see why; so far it had done her nothing but good. Hal’s real name was Halcyon. ‘Sir Edward must have his foolish moments,’ said Mrs Carrington, ‘to saddle a girl with a name like that!’ Yet Hal was not saddled: she was her name, with a nature that was halcyon, a warm insouciance that made her popular and charmed the most cynical of teachers. Now she looked down at her copy of The Winter’s Tale, marked for the part of Perdita:


When you speak, sweet,


I’ld have you do it ever; when you sing,


I’ld have you buy and sell so . . . 


When you do dance, I wish you


A wave o’ the sea, that you might ever do


Nothing but that . . .


and Hal knew that fitted her as perfectly as it fitted Perdita.


Do they have sward in Delhi? she wondered. The postcards Edward had sent – Why only postcards? There used to be long letters – showed carved red sandstone buildings, a blue-domed mosque – ‘The famous Delhi blue,’ Una had told her – or a frangipani tree – ‘The flowers have a heady strong scent.’ Una, as a baby, had been in India and could just remember it.


There was a postcard of a snake charmer; a cavalry soldier on a camel; another of a bullock cart on a dusty road and there was one of a peacock – they abound round Delhi, wrote Edward. After two years of Cerne, Hal ached to be abroad again. True, Edward had written they would have a governess; that was certainly the ignominious fly in the ointment but Hal hastened to reassure herself. Of course she will only be for lessons which I suppose we must have . . . and, Nothing but bonfires! Then Hal stopped writing.


Under the elms and chestnuts of the park where Cerne’s own sward, kempt and smooth, was criss-crossed by gravel paths, a figure was walking alone in the January cold; she was wrapped in the long green cloak all the girls wore in winter when they went between their houses and the main school; this figure, Hal’s familiar from her earliest days, was not going anywhere, but pacing, withdrawn, and so solitary that, even in her tumultuous joy, Hal paused.


When they had come out of Crackers’s study, Una had been so silent that Hal paused before she rushed away. ‘To tell everyone,’ as she said.


‘Una, you are pleased?’


‘I thought I had three years,’ said Una.


‘But . . . you are pleased.’


‘No.’


‘Oh Una! You must be. Think – Delhi and here!’


‘I happen to like it here.’


‘You can’t. Not compared . . .’ Then Hal beseeched, ‘Una – why?’


‘Here it’s . . . orderly.’ Una could explain no more than that.


‘You needn’t go back to your classes,’ Mrs Carrington had said.


‘No, it wouldn’t be much use now, would it?’ Una had agreed and, ‘I’m going out,’ she told Hal.


Watching the solitary, pacing figure, Hal knew there was no feeling of bonfires in her sister Una.


‘Write to him,’ suggested Mrs Carrington.


‘I did, but I tore it up.’


It was not easy for a Cerne girl to see the headmistress; for most of them, Crackers was a figurehead, someone who, in her cap and gown, took assembly, sometimes gave lectures to the seniors and, on occasions, conducted the school orchestra, yet, mysteriously, Mrs Carrington knew her girls, all four hundred of them. She was often met with in unexpected places, did unexpected things, which perhaps had given Una the courage to go to her directly. Una had first, though, to pass the secretary whose desk was in an alcove outside the study door.


‘Please may I see Mrs Carrington?’


The secretary had not been with Mrs Carrington for sixteen years – longer than Una had been alive – without learning something of her ways and, ‘You are Una Gwithiam?’ she asked.


‘I think you may knock and go in.’


Now, ‘You tore up your letter?’ said Mrs Carrington. ‘Why?’


Una’s grey-green eyes did not baffle – did not deign to baffle, thought Mrs Carrington – as did the eyes of most young girls; they were honest, which was at variance with the half-mocking understatement, the shrug with which she usually hid her feelings. ‘Surely that girl is uncommonly self-contained,’ Mr Rattray who coached Una in mathematics had said.


‘So would you be if you had spent most of your life in suitcases – metaphorically and actually,’ said Mrs Carrington. In her time, the headmistress had known and assessed perhaps ten thousand girls, she thought a little wearily, and now she looked carefully at the one opposite her. Una’s face was too long for beauty, but fine-boned, with a high forehead, a fine thoughtful forehead. This girl, given a chance, thought Mrs Carrington, might grow up to the nobility and integrity that, with a certain toughness, had made Sir Edward Gwithiam the notable diplomat he was; but perhaps, thought Mrs Carrington, there was only room in one family for one Sir Edward. Yet she had always thought of him as an attached, even a doting father; not six months ago he had been, proudly, she had thought, discussing Una’s prospects of getting into university, though he obviously did not think as much of her quiet achievements as, for instance, he did of Hal’s music. ‘I want Hal to study with Signor Brazzi.’


‘Such a little girl, Sir Edward?’


‘Yes.’ He had been firm but now had come this sudden veer of mind.


‘Your father will have to pay a term’s fees,’ the other girls told Una and Hal. ‘A whole term’s fees for nothing.’ Such an improvident impetuous parent was outside their comprehension, as was Una’s reply.


‘I don’t suppose he knew that term had started.’


‘Well, he has so much to think of, it’s no wonder he had forgotten,’ said Mrs Carrington.


But if he had forgotten, wasn’t thinking of us, what made him suddenly decide to have us out? That was the puzzle Una would not put into words.


‘Why did you tear up that letter?’ Mrs Carrington asked again.


‘I thought it might hurt him.’ For once Una did not use her usual subterfuge. ‘You see, I . . . can’t judge what’s happening.’ It was coming out in jerks. ‘He . . . he might need me. Edward – my father – and I are special. We always have been, even when he married . . . Louise.’ Mrs Carrington sensed that Una hated to speak of her stepmother. ‘I was little then but – and I expect it sounds strange – even then he relied on me.’


‘Yet he sent you away to please this Louise.’ Mrs Carrington forbore to say it – she had fathomed something of the disaster of Sir Edward’s brief marriage to Hal’s mother.


‘Other men have wives,’ Una went on. ‘They play golf, or shoot or fish; Edward does nothing but work – unless I’m there. At least I make him go for a walk sometimes, and we read.’


‘How long is it,’ Mrs Carrington asked, ‘since you were with your father?’


‘Almost a year,’ said Una. ‘We went out to him in Washington at Easter. He did make a flying visit to London about half-term but we just had lunch with him. He hadn’t time for more.’


‘You have grown up a good deal in this year.’


‘I?’ Una obviously meant, ‘What have I to do with it?’ but, ‘Don’t expect things to be exactly the same,’ said Mrs Carrington.


‘They always will be with Edward and me.’ Una had drawn herself up. Then, ‘He plays with Hal,’ she said more naturally. ‘They have fun. I’m not fun.’ She said it as she would have said, ‘I am plain,’ but Mrs Carrington knew that Una had her own brand of fun, her own delights, and she was not plain. There was something of a water nymph about her – perhaps it was the whiteness of her skin – but Una was at the lanky stage and it would take a connoisseur to prefer her to Hal. Hal, with her small plumpness, would never be lanky and Mrs Carrington thought with a pang of Hal’s dimples, the bloom of her skin, the long curls.


‘Curls are a disease of the hair,’ Una teased her sister.


‘Then it’s a pretty disease,’ Hal retorted, which was true. Most Gwithiam eyes were, to Una, an uninteresting grey-green ‘like mine and Edward’s’; she did not realise how they could blaze true green with anger – or joy, thought Mrs Carrington; she could guess that not much joy had come the way of Sir Edward and Una – interest, yes, but not joy. Hal’s eyes were blue, the same wide-open kitten blue that, in Louise, had briefly captivated – ‘trapped,’ said Great-Aunt Frederica – their father. Una was sure that Hal was the most adorable creature on earth but, ‘Hal can’t follow Edward,’ she said now; she did not know how else to put it. ‘Would you read what he says?’ and she pushed an air letter, forwarded from Great-Aunt Freddie, across the desk to Mrs Carrington.


. . . someone to read with and talk to again . . . We will go for some of our prowls, shall we? ‘He and I,’ explained Una, ‘love walking about the little streets of a city.’ Miss Lamont and Hal can have their music. We will read or play chess. ‘We both love chess,’ said Una. ‘You see . . .?’


‘I see,’ said Mrs Carrington.


‘So . . .’ Una gave one of her small fatalistic shrugs. ‘I tore up my letter.’


‘That was kind, Una.’ Mrs Carrington did not probe. ‘You are probably right. A high position can be lonely.’


‘But,’ and Una became an ordinary thwarted child. ‘For me, just now!’


‘There are good schools in Delhi.’


‘But not Cerne.’


‘Una, you must not be a schoolgirl snob.’


‘They are still not Cerne.’


‘I grant you that – but I had forgotten; you will have individual teaching – a governess.’


‘At my age!’


‘It would have been better to have called her a companion-tutor,’ Mrs Carrington agreed. ‘But you must have had people looking after you before.’


‘Nannies or ayahs when we were young,’ said Una in contempt. ‘While we were in Geneva we had a cook-housekeeper, and Persians in Teheran, but we look after ourselves. You shouldn’t make people level, then put them down,’ and her deepest worry came out. ‘There’s something in this not . . . straight.’


‘Not straight?’


‘Yes. Not like Edward. Usually he asks us, consults – after all, we have been through a good deal with him. It’s as if he had suddenly put us into . . . a different category – children.’


‘Well, you are officially children.’ Mrs Carrington felt she had to point that out, and ‘There must be a reason.’


‘Yes, but what? Why doesn’t he tell us?’ and Una spoke as Mrs Carrington had never imagined she would speak. ‘I don’t want to go. I don’t. I want to stay here at Cerne. Mrs Carrington, if you wrote to him . . .’


‘I have written,’ said Mrs Carrington.


Dear Sir Edward,


A parent’s decision about his daughter’s education is, of course, his own . . .


‘Here we go,’ groaned Edward but, as he read on, his face grew more grave, frighteningly grave to Miss Lamont, sitting beside him. Mrs Carrington had tried to be both tactful and restrained. For Halcyon, Crackers had winced again as she wrote the name, for Halcyon it does not matter so much; if your governess is as musical as it would seem from your letter, and so fluent in French, and insists on good reading, Hal will probably do as well in Delhi as here; she is, to say the least, not academic. Una is different. It may sound absurd to say of a fifteen-year-old that she hasn’t much time, but Una has set her mind on going to university and every month counts. We believe that, given a chance . . .


‘Given a chance!’ The words seemed to shock Edward. He walked up and down the drawing room with the letter in his hand.


‘I should have thought simply in being your daughter she had every chance.’ Miss Lamont’s voice was melodiously low and soothing, even if it did have an inflection of sing-song.


‘Perhaps this Mrs Carrington has grown stereotyped? Perhaps a little fuddy-duddy?’


Edward had a sudden vision of Mrs Carrington, groomed, alert and by several years his junior, but deliberately shut it out. ‘Yes, that’s what they all are – stereotyped,’ he agreed.


‘And they must not make your Una the same.’


‘No, by God!’ said Edward.


‘That Miss will stay here as Memsahib.’ Ganesh predicted to Ravi; doing the evening watering, with the smell of wet earth rising from the flowerbeds, they could look in at the lighted drawing room where Edward and Miss Lamont were sitting. Ganesh had seen many employees of high-official families – European, English, American, Indian – and he, like Din Mahomed, the butler, whom everyone called Dino, Dino’s two assistants, Aziz and Karim, and Ram Chand, house bearer-valet and the guests’ valet, Jetha, even Mitchu, the sweeper, had been swift to assess Miss Lamont. They had all known Eurasian half-caste nannies, but those had worn uniform and stayed in the nurseries, not, with head held high and fashionable clothes, sat talking and drinking martinis with Sir Edward, nor given orders in house and garden, ‘While the Sahib, our Sahib stays in a hotel.’


‘Why can’t they stay together?’ asked guileless Ravi.


‘It will only be until the children come, but she is not a pukka Miss-sahib,’ said Ganesh, ‘pukka’ meaning proper, his eyes shadowed as if he were truthfully troubled. ‘These babas have no mother,’ he said as if he were trying to explain it to himself.


‘Then, naturally, there must be a woman to look after them.’


‘But she is not pukka,’ Ganesh said again. As if it mattered, thought Ravi.


Edward was still reading Mrs Carrington’s letter. You say you have found a governess-tutor, but can one woman, however brilliant, give a girl of Una’s potentialities all she needs? It is the specialist teaching that worries me, rather than the all-round subjects . . .


‘Isn’t it a pity,’ asked Miss Lamont, ‘to let a girl specialize so young?’


‘Specialist teaching isn’t necessarily specializing.’ Edward did not mean to sound so dry but when worried he was always curt. ‘It seems Una is something of a mathematician.’


‘You mean arithmetic? Algebra?’ But Edward was not listening. Without finishing it, he had discarded Mrs Carrington’s letter and, opening a second, gave a deeper groan.


‘What is it?’ asked Miss Lamont.


‘My Aunt Frederica,’ said Edward.


Eddie, are you mad? Great-Aunt Frederica was neither tactful nor restrained. It is mad to take Una and Hal out to India! At their age! At this time, when term has started and you will soon be in the hot weather! Aunt Freddie’s exclamation and interrogation marks seemed to fly off the page and hit Edward. And what in the world do you propose to do with them – especially Hal? You can’t keep girls of school age incarcerated nowadays and Hal is her mother’s daughter. I won’t rub that in, wrote Aunt Freddie and proceeded to rub it in. You ought to know what it means. You know she can twist you round her little finger as Louise always could. It is asking for trouble! Then, suddenly: No, I am wrong. The real concern is not for Hal but Una. THINK, Eddie, THINK! When Kate died you sent Una to Kate’s mother. When you married Louise you took her back again. That didn’t last long. Hal was born and Louise turned against Una. Poor mite, she was sent back to Lady Osborne. Lady Osborne died, you took Una home – if home it was. Louise left you – which was a mercy – and Una saw Hal, whom she loved and protected, batted back and forth across the Atlantic! – Edward saw a little girl hurled across oceans – and though Una was a child she was old enough to be aware of the long legal battle you fought, quite rightly, to keep Hal. Edward remembered once hearing Una say, ‘Children shouldn’t be posted around like parcels,’ but he did not think it had disturbed Hal. ‘It’s nice to have your father and mother both fighting to have you. It makes you feel wonderfully important,’ Hal had said.


Then all those changes, Aunt Freddie’s letter went on. School in Geneva, Teheran, Bangkok, dozens of changes of places, names, friends! Now, at last, when you had given in to my pleadings and sent the girls to a proper school – only English schools were proper to Aunt Frederica – and Una is settled at Cerne, absorbed and at ease, and Hal, to put it bluntly, is safe, you uproot them again and decide in this thunderbolt way to take them to India!! THINK, Eddie, think.


As for the governess, I must say flatly that I should feel a good deal happier if I had chosen her myself.


Edward had read it aloud to Miss Lamont; those underlinings, question and exclamation marks seemed to call for reading aloud, but he had also read out some of Mrs Carrington’s. ‘They seem to think it serious for Una. Do you?’


‘I begin to feel sorry for Hal,’ said Miss Lamont.


‘You needn’t be. It is usually Hal who takes the limelight. Una somehow gets left out – except by me, of course – but now all of them at home seem united.’ He was not to know how that casual but certain ‘at home’ made Alix Lamont feel shut out, a hybrid outsider, and ‘Your Aunt Frederica is hardly polite about me, is she?’ Miss Lamont could not help saying.


‘She doesn’t know you,’ but Edward said it absently. ‘Could this really spoil Una’s chances?’ he asked.


‘That’s for you to decide,’ and Miss Lamont bowed her head. Her fingers pleated the folds of her dress as she sat still and silent; Alix Lamont knew well how potent that stillness and submission could be and, sure enough, ‘What they forget,’ said Edward, ‘is that I am a man, not a machine.’


‘Hallo!’ said Edward a few minutes later. ‘Here’s another letter – from Una herself.’ He turned the envelope over and saw the postmark. ‘It’s at least a fortnight old.’


‘Indian posts!’ exclaimed Alix.


‘It was written before Una knew,’ he said, then chuckled as he read it out:


Care Pater,


Supplex tibi scribo impensa vivendi crescet; pecunia ergo, quam mihi liberaliter das, mihi non satis est. Alterum tantum peto, sine quo pauper ero.


Audi, Pater, et inclina aurem tuam.


‘I’m afraid you’ll have to translate for me,’ said Alix.


Edward thought for a minute, then, ‘It’s schoolgirl Latin, of course – Well, Una hadn’t learnt any Latin until she went to Cerne. “Dear Father, I write to you as a suppliant. The cost of living rises, therefore the money you generously give me is not enough. I ask for twice as much, without which I shall be a pauper. Listen, Father, and consider.” In other words,’ said Edward, ‘give me more pocket money.’ He laughed again. ‘It’s just a joke. I wrote to her in German; she knows I know she doesn’t like German and is bad at it.’


‘Bad! Good enough to read a letter.’


‘She has retaliated, that’s all,’ and, ‘Little monkey!’ said Edward and chuckled again.


‘Mumma. I’m frightened.’


‘Frightened? You?’ The bulk of Miss Lamont’s mother looked up from the long cane chair where she was lying; her eyes, completely trustful, and all that was left of the daughter’s beauty in the ruins of her face, grew wide. ‘But Ally, you are never afraid.’


‘Mumma, he writes to her in German, she answers him in Latin.’


‘My God!’ said Mrs Lamont.


Seldom these days did her poised elegant daughter come to see her so late in the evening, but as soon as Edward had left to go to his dinner Alix had taken out his smaller car.


It was a Diplomat, the government-approved Indian-made car and the despair of Chinaberry, as the United Nations Tamil chauffeur was nicknamed because of his almost blue-black skin. ‘No good. Often going wrong. Six weeks for repair and spare parts,’ Chinaberry had told Edward in disgust. He had tended the UN’s Cadillac for six years now with love and it was discrediting, to Chinaberry, that a cheap Indian car – ‘Not cheap, abominably expensive,’ said Edward – should be seen in his, Chinaberry’s, garage. ‘This is United Nations Number One house,’ he would have said, ‘and my new Sahib is Director of United Nations Environment and Research for Asia, the whole of Asia,’ he boasted, ‘Secretary for the Conference as well,’ but, ‘The Government discourages imported cars,’ Edward told Chinaberry.


‘Cadillac was imported.’


‘Long, long ago,’ and with the courtesy Edward always used, ‘even towards servants,’ said Alix – ‘Particularly towards servants,’ Edward would have corrected her – he explained to Chinaberry: ‘As a foreigner and a newcomer I must be careful to fall in with your Government’s wishes.’ Chinaberry thought nothing of his Government’s wishes and was certain Edward could have bought another Cadillac, ‘or at least a Buick.’


‘If I were an Indian I should have to pay over a hundred-percent tax,’ Edward explained.


‘But you are not an Indian.’ Chinaberry could not fathom Edward’s wish to share.


‘I can drive the Diplomat if Chinaberry won’t,’ Alix had said.


‘Not in Delhi. With all these bicycles and scooter taxis in such teeming streets, it’s so easy to have an accident. You might find yourself in a riot if you touched a child or, worse, a cow. Unfortunately, a cow is holy,’ said Edward, ‘and there are too many children.’


She looked at him uncertainly; she still did not know quite how to take him. Then, ‘Too many children,’ he added and sighed. ‘No,’ he went on, ‘this is a city where a woman ought not to drive.’


‘Hundreds do – because they have to,’ Alix could have added; instead she coaxed: ‘It will only be in New Delhi, to the parade ground or the Gymkhana Club. The girls will want to get about and I shall take great care.’ But now she drove into the Old City, through the Lahore Gate, threading the narrow labyrinth of streets behind the Chandni Chowk, Old Delhi’s ‘moonlight square’ and biggest commercial street. One of Ganesh’s Memsahibs would have driven more courteously but Alix dodged bullock carts and tongas, using the strident hooter, brushed too closely by three-wheeled scooter taxis, bicycle rickshaws, dazed cows, coolies with loads or barrows, pedlars, pai-dogs; she shouted at children, made white-dressed Indian gentlemen leap for the gutters and, putting her bright head out of the window, exchanged invective with Sikh taxi drivers – only Alix’s stream of words was faster. ‘Child of a swine!’ shouted Alix, ‘Ullu-ka-pattha – son of an owl.’ ‘Have you slept with your mother?’ she demanded. Edward would have been astonished.


She had stopped the car in a space where bullocks and ponies were tethered round a post among cohorts of bicycles and scooter taxis – Alix called them ‘phut-phuts’; some ‘first class’, grander than others, more roomy, were painted scarlet and hung with tassels like a children’s toy. Alix had locked the car and chosen an older urchin among twenty jostling smaller ones to guard it, then picked her way down an unlovely gulley where old car parts were sold. ‘They will take the hubcaps off your car and sell them to you again while you are bargaining,’ she could have told Edward. The line of booths was hung with rusty bicycle chains, spanners, old headlamps and heaped with battered car seats, trays of springs, nuts, bolts; worn tyres were piled in the road and the air was filled with the stench of hot oil, burning rubber and the clang of iron being beaten out.


Above the lane and overhanging it were houses. Edward, once exploring the Old City, had wondered who had built them, at the turn of the century perhaps, tall, gracious, with scrolled-iron balconies. Some of the balconies were covered in with fine grilles to screen the women; the pediments were carved or ornamented in plaster, but now the house fronts were hung with boards: ‘Malik Amrit Lal Patney, advocate’, ‘Goodwill Electric Company’, ‘Perfume, Incense, Chewing Tobacco’, ‘Happiness Coffee and Tea House’, but most of the houses were hotels with ambitious names: The Regal Hotel, The Savoy, Metropole, Grand-Mahal and, squeezed between two larger ones, its board hung even more crooked, The Paradise Hotel.


In the welter of cookshops, stalls, vegetable sellers’ baskets, tea barrows, barrows for sherbet, and sugar cane, for ices – ‘Mango Duet’, ‘Strawberry Delight’ – and a dozen goats with their kids lying contentedly in the dust, it was difficult to find the entrance to any hotel, but Alix was accustomed and quickly threaded her way to the Paradise, stepped over the open drain than ran below the shops, tightening her telltale nostrils as she smelled the gutter cess, and went up the steepest and narrowest flight of the whole of the block.


‘Mumma, you will never get up or down those stairs,’ she had said when Mrs Lamont first chose it.


‘Why should I want to, m’n?’ said Mrs Lamont. ‘My God, when do I go out?’ Careful not to let the walls touch her dress or her white bag, Alix, this evening, had gone swiftly up the first flight and come out on the landing that was the centre of the Paradise Hotel. Here was the rickety office, much like a ticket office in a station with a communal water filter and refrigerator, while a few old steamer chairs, their cane blackened by twenty years or more of use, stood against the walls. In one a fat man lay asleep, his trousers unbuttoned over his pale stomach, his bare feet up on the boards of the chair, nutshells and betel stains on the floor around it.


In the peculiar sleaziness of a third-class Indian hotel, rooms led off the landing and their tattered green door curtains showed glimpses of, in one, a dormitory where bunks were let by the night; behind another was a humbly respectable living room with beds, a line of clothes slung along a rope, a table, a cooking stove. In another, Alix could see young Westerners, European or American, in gaudy dirty Indian clothes, their feet bare as they sat or lay on the floor; a couple were twined together, one young man was asleep, his fair hair stirred by the breeze from a creaking electric ceiling fan. There was a sound of women scolding or quarrelling, of children crying; babies crawled in the corridor, children were everywhere while, in one doorway, an old woman, a grandmother perhaps, her legs and feet swollen with elephantiasis, shrilled and scolded at them. Radios sounded from landings far upstairs, raucously mingling with the street noises from below, and from the surrounding rooftops came the perpetual sound of crows.


The fat man opened one eye. ‘Going to see Mummy?’ he asked. ‘That’s nice!’ Alix had not answered him, but had swept past disdainfully, and his eyes, wistful and brown, had followed her as she went along the corridor to a door hung with a curtain that was not stained or torn but new; it led to the hotel’s best room overlooking not the booths of car-parts gulley, but a fruit market and a lane of shops. Alix lifted the curtain and went through.


‘You!’ It had been a cry of delighted surprise. ‘You! Ally!’


‘Don’t call me Ally.’


A crone of an old woman was crouched at Mrs Lamont’s feet, pressing them with her hands, as her mistress, wearing a bright flowered wrapper, lay in the long chair made soft with cushions. In Mrs Lamont, Alix’s curves had turned to a mound of soft flesh; she was almost as swollen as the elephantiasis grandmother, but her eyes were as large as Alix’s, the same deep brown but without their watchful glitter; Mrs Lamont’s eyes, though, saw a long way and for a while she let the only noise in the room be the sound of the palm-leaf fan she was lazily using and the chink of the old woman’s, Terala’s, bangles that slid up and down on her arms as she worked. Terala’s bangles were twisted wire, two iron studs made her earrings and her white cotton sari was limp and grey. She herself was thin and light as a withered leaf. She did not dare to look at Alix but, ‘Ally, where are your manners?’ said Mrs Lamont. ‘You should wish Terala, m’n? and you haven’t wished me.’


‘Mumma, I haven’t time . . .’ But Alix bent and kissed her mother – again the telltale nostrils drew in. Mrs Lamont’s face was powdered thickly as a clown’s and, ‘Why do you use that filthy powder? Its scent is horrible.’


‘It is called Flowers of Heaven,’ said Mrs Lamont undisturbed. ‘It only costs six paise.’


‘Phaugh!’ But Mrs Lamont liked everything strong and highly coloured, everything that smelled and tasted. Her room was crammed ‘with life’, Alix had to admit. It was a hotchpotch of good and poor: the rugs might be soiled but they were genuine Agra – Alix could remember them from her childhood homes in Pondicherry and Calcutta. There was sandalwood and brass; the bed had a red quilt and was heaped with dirty silk cushions like the long chair. There were Kashmir embroideries, Persian copper-fretted lamps, carved tables and brackets; on a shelf was a statue of the Virgin Mary, carved long ago in Goa, but beside it a bazaar mirror was painted with staring roses. The doors were open to the balcony ‘and all the street noises and smells!’


In most of these hotels the ground floors were given over to restaurants and cookshops, their smells even more pungent than the lane and pervaded by the smell of frying in mustard oil; there were lesser smells of curry and spices, decaying vegetables, orange peel, of cess, and every hotel had at its steps that centre of gossip, the paan seller’s stall, his betel leaves spread on blocks of ice, his pastes in doll-sized brass bowls among cigarettes and newspapers. Terala haunted the paan seller – she would not look at Alix now because she knew her teeth were stained red with areca nut – and Mrs Lamont was forever sending her to the cookshop to buy samosa, kebab or kulfi, the Indian version of ice cream, to keep ‘just in case’. ‘But you shouldn’t keep food,’ Alix often expostulated. Now she found that the meat safe on the window sill was clustered black with flies feasting on a cloth Terala had hung there and, ‘Mumma, can’t you tell Terala to wash out that filthy cloth?’ In the Paradise Hotel her ‘filthy’ lapsed into ‘filthee’ and she had almost screamed it. But, ‘What do a few flies matter?’ Mrs Lamont was quite comfortable. ‘Where there is food, there will be flies, and if they kill me, I am old.’ At that moment, a pair of cockroaches, alarmed by Alix’s violence, scuttered into the bathroom. ‘Ugh!’ Alix shuddered. ‘Where is the phenyl? I brought you a bottle of Jeyes Fluid only last week. Where is it?’ At the shrillness of her voice the palm-leaf fan paused, was still, then, ‘Ally, come here to me,’ said Mrs Lamont and, after a moment, Alix turned, dropped to the wicker stool beside her mother and buried her head in that capacious lap.


‘She wrote it with a dictionary,’ declared Mrs Lamont.


‘Mumma, she’s at Cerne. That’s a famous school. They teach them there. That’s why it’s so expensive.’


‘The more expensive the school, the less they learn. Your father always said it. I’m sure she did it with a dictionary.’


‘Mumma, send Terala outside.’


‘But, Girlie, she doesn’t understand a word we say.’


‘She will watch, gossip,’ and Alix jerked her head towards the door. Terala, standing, was almost as bent as when she crouched; she salaamed and, emaciated, crept towards the door; it was again like the passage of a leaf.


‘Mumma, do you know what A and O Levels are?’


‘Roads,’ said Mrs Lamont promptly. ‘A is for important roads, O are less important.’


‘They are school examinations,’ said Alix.


‘That is Junior and Senior Cambridge.’ Mrs Lamont was certain. ‘And didn’t you pass your Senior Cambridge with honours?’


‘This is something . . . more modern and much higher.’


‘What could be higher than honours?’ Like a big downy pelican Mrs Lamont plucked soft feathers of reassurance from her own breast though she was bleeding with apprehension. ‘Come, Ally, take heart. If she has German, you have French.’


‘Pondicherry French,’ said Alix bitterly and her head went down.


‘Pondicherry! What nonsense, I ask you? Mère Geneviève was a Parisian from Paris and she said your accent was perfect, perfect! And see how fluent you are.’


‘Una may be fluent too. They have lived in Geneva and Persia.’


‘In Persia they speak Persian,’ to Mrs Lamont that was fact, ‘and you went to France and England.’


‘I didn’t go to England, Mumma. I only said I did.’


‘You nearly went. England is only across the channel – you have only to look at the map. My God, even with the nuns’ help, how we scraped and saved to keep you at the conservatoire.’


‘And I threw it all away. Fool that I was.’


‘And wasn’t that natural?’ cried Mrs Lamont. ‘You so high-spirited, so lovely? And there was no reason, no reason at all for the nuns to withdraw their grant. I stopped praying for them im-me-diately.’


‘Anyhow, I wouldn’t have gone back to teach in their old school.’ But Alix was still brooding. ‘I only had one year . . .’


‘And look what you did with that year. Look what you know!’


‘Very very little,’ said this new, frightened Alix. ‘You should meet Sir Edward.’


‘And didn’t he choose you?’ demanded Mrs Lamont.


‘Wasn’t it he who came after you, not you after him?’


‘In . . . a way.’


‘So accomplished, so stylish,’ Mrs Lamont went on. ‘One has only to see you to know how stylish you are. “What a fine lady”, Mr Lobo said that.’


‘Mr Lobo!’


‘Mr Lobo is a man of taste.’ Mrs Lamont was as dignified as Alix was withering. ‘He may be run-down but that is what he is, a man of taste.’ Her voice, like Alix’s, was rich and comforting, but its sing-song was unashamed, as was her love and pride as she looked down at the beautifully dressed head in her lap and her hand, that had a permanent tremor, stroked its red sheen. ‘No, no,’ said Mrs Lamont. ‘You are never afraid. My beauty. My queen,’ crooned Mrs Lamont.


Alix raised her head and looked beyond her mother to the hotel’s whitewashed wall; a small Indian votive lamp, a deeva, burnt in front of the statue – well, Hindus and Catholics are alike in many, many ways, thought Alix; the smell of the warm sweet oil was somehow comforting.


‘And haven’t you your music? Look how you can play. Look at the prizes for pianoforte you have won.’


‘Prizes!’ But Alix sounded more convinced.


‘And your voice! “That is a glorious voice.” Soeur Marietta said that often to me. “It isn’t fair,” she said, “that one girl be given so much.” Ally, you can swim, you can ride – your dear father saw to that. You dance, drive a car. None of these things could I do. Show me another teacher,’ demanded Mrs Lamont, ‘who can do half as much. I see a brilliant future.’ Mrs Lamont had become a soothsayer. ‘But not too brilliant for my girl. Come, Ally. Afraid? Of what? Two little schoolgirls, m’n?’


That is what they looked like, coming down the gangway from the plane into the Delhi noonday. Una and Hal were pale from the long flight, their skirts and blouses crumpled from being slept in, and they were wearing their green school cloaks. ‘Do we have to take those ghastly uniforms?’ Hal had almost wept but, No waste, Edward had written to Great-Aunt Freddie. ‘At least we can’t wear our berets and blazers,’ said Hal. ‘That wouldn’t be allowed.’ Long afterwards Edward was to find Cerne’s crest, worn embroidered on the blazer pocket, among Una’s private things.


Una and Hal were used to packing at short notice and travelling unquestioningly by land, sea or air; even at Cerne, until last holidays when Edward had left them at Gwithiam with Great-Aunt Freddie – ‘And not come himself even though it was Christmas,’ said Hal – he had sent for them no matter where he was.


‘You ought to have stamps on you,’ their housemistress had said. ‘We never know where you have come from.’


‘Well, I suppose these high officials have to be a kind of gypsy,’ Mrs Carrington had said once to Mr Rattray.


‘Gypsies’ children,’ said Mr Rattray, ‘have disadvantages – if they want to be educated.’


‘Yes,’ said Mrs Carrington and sighed.


A year ago she had sent for Una. ‘They tell me you could do quite well in mathematics, Una, given the chance.’ It was odd how often, with Una, Mrs Carrington found herself using those three words.


‘But I’m so far behind,’ said Una, No one was more conscious than she of what she called her ‘gaps’. ‘I have been to so many different schools.’


‘You are behind.’ Mrs Carrington had agreed, ‘but Mr Rattray has offered to give you some special coaching himself.’


Mr Rattray was the senior mathematics master and Mrs Carrington might well have expected Una to be dazzled but, ‘That will be very pleasant,’ was all that she said.


‘Your father has agreed.’


‘It seems the shrimp has brains,’ Edward had teased Una in Washington. ‘Of course you get them from me.’


‘You are not a mathematician.’ Una had said it so flatly that Edward had not known whether to be nettled or amused.


‘Most men,’ said Mr Rattray, ‘would be proud to have a daughter with a brain as uncommon as that.’


‘He is,’ said Mrs Carrington. ‘I know he is. It’s a puzzle. In spite of his brilliance, Sir Edward, I should have said, was thoughtful . . .’


‘He isn’t thinking now.’


‘Or not letting himself think. Well, I suppose he couldn’t have reached the height he has without being a little ruthless.’ Mrs Carrington sighed again.


‘You will have to work hard,’ she had told Una in that interview.


‘I will try,’ and Mrs Carrington had guessed that behind those ordinary quiet words Una had vowed herself to Mr Rattray and mathematics and, I thought I had three years. Fool that I was, thought Una.


The plane was flying now over the Alps and through the small window Una could look down at the cruel peaks coldly white and blue in the moonlight. She had seen them in this way before, by moonlight and daylight, she thought. The shape of the plane made a small lonely shadow among them.


Hal, beside her, was curled comfortably in sleep; Hal had a knack of adapting herself no matter where she went. ‘Put her in a Siberian prison camp,’ Edward had said, ‘and she would soon be friends with every guard and prisoner and settle quite contentedly,’ but Una was not a Hal. What would Edward do, she wondered, if she, Una, had to be dragged kicking and screaming from the plane? Say I have hysterics and probably send for a doctor; she knew the wry answer.


In a few hours they would land. ‘Once you have felt the Indian dust, you will never be free of it.’ Edward often said that and, even in this unwilling journey, Una, from that long-ago babyhood, felt the faint stirrings of nostalgia, of remembrance, but she pushed them down in her mind. ‘There is nothing there for me. I won’t like it,’ said Una in the night. ‘I won’t like anything or anyone in India ever again.’


Edward was there to meet us, Hal wrote in her diary, but at a special entrance, not with ordinary people. We were whisked through before anyone else by a police officer. There was a clerk from the office to see our luggage through the customs, a car and a chauffeur; the car had the blue, white-crossed UN flag flying. We never had anything like this before. How I love to be important. Hal’s diary had been given her for Christmas; it was of the kind that had brass clasps and locked, but she had already lost the key; that did not matter because the diary was as open as Hal; anyone could read it, and ‘It isn’t we who are important,’ Una was to point out. ‘It’s Edward.’


‘Dads!’ In her excitement, Hal had shrilled out their baby name for him and all heads turned to stare. ‘They were staring already,’ said Hal at Una’s sharp pinch and, when they reached Edward, she threw her arms round his neck and hugged and kissed him. ‘You looked so silly and what would Indians think?’ Una said afterwards. ‘That I was glad to see him,’ said Hal, but Mrs Carrington had told Una that she had seen Indian children, after a long absence from their father, bend down and touch his feet with their folded hands, taking his dust. ‘I should have looked a good deal sillier doing that,’ said Hal and, ‘Una! Don’t be so prim,’ but Una had had to take refuge in primness.


In spite of his importance Edward, standing on the asphalt outside Hal’s ‘special entrance’, had looked small and lonely. Perhaps I never really looked at you before, thought Una on the gangway. I didn’t know you were so slight, and you are a little stooped, from working too long at your desk, I am sure. At this distance, Edward might have been anybody – or nobody – yet Una knew that at a snap of his fingers the big police officer standing beside him, all the policemen, probably the whole airport, would spring to attention. When Sir Edward Gwithiam wants a thing done, it is done, willy-nilly, a profile in a newspaper had said. He has tremendous drive . . . and yet Una felt such a pang of pity for him that all her animosity faded. His hair was ruffled, as he always ruffles it under a strain, thought Una; then another thought came – Why should she and Hal be a strain? And there was reserve in the way, when Hal’s exuberance had worn off, that Una said, ‘Hello. Hello, Edward.’


‘Don’t I get a kiss?’ As soon as he held her, Una felt his tenderness, his concern, and her own came up to meet it. Dear wonderful Edward! And – I’m glad I tore up that letter. I’m glad, yes, glad I came.


If Edward were slight, Una was slighter and, ‘What have they been doing to you?’ asked Edward. ‘They couldn’t have given you enough to eat.’


‘They did, Edward, truly.’


‘You’re nothing but a sheaf of bones. Never mind, Miss Lamont will fatten you up.’


Wary glances from both girls. ‘Where is she?’


Alix had not come to the airport. ‘Better not force myself on them,’ she had told Edward. ‘They may resent having a governess, you know.’


‘Resent?’ He was defensive.


‘Yes. Remember their ages.’


‘Little girls.’


‘Not little, young – and old to have a governess. I will wait for you here.’


The music seemed to roll through the rooms and down the steps of the house to meet them; someone, somewhere, was playing the Appassionata with strong capable hands that made the melodies throb and sing, not at all the way it was played at Cerne.


‘Who is it?’


‘Miss Lamont.’


‘She can play like that?’


‘Indeed she can – and do many other things too – as I told Mrs Carrington.’ Edward’s voice was crisp; evidently he had not liked Crackers’s letter.


Una had been so filled with herself and Edward that she had given scarcely a thought to this governess, Miss Lamont; nor had Hal. When they had wondered about her at all, they had visualized someone not young, not old, like their house-mistress, plainly dressed and pleasant – ‘Edward is sure to have chosen someone pleasant,’ Hal had consoled Una.


‘But what shall we do with her when we and Edward want to be together?’ asked Una.


And we went into the drawing room, wrote Hal in the diary, and we met Miss Lamont. Wow!


The music stopped at once and Miss Lamont rose; she did not come to meet them, but waited for them to come to her as she stood by the piano.


It was a grand piano and, When have we ever had one? thought Una. This was a monster; she was to discover it was a concert grand, but it did not make Miss Lamont seem small; she was large, larger and taller than Edward and the first feeling she gave Una was of power. Una was to see that first sight of Miss Lamont again and again in her mind – One of your hands was resting on the polished wood, your nails were polished too . . . I think you take great care of your hands, but they are big, the fingers wide at the top; no wonder you played so forcefully. You choose your clothes carefully too. Miss Lamont’s dress was pleated into soft folds – I guessed it was Indian cotton. It was not the sort of dress you can buy and I knew you had had it made, and chosen it because its deep yellow colour set off your hair and eyes.


The hair was dark red which was startling in contrast with a slight dusky tinge in the rose and ivory of the skin, but ‘quite common Eurasian colouring,’ Lady Srinevesan, Edward’s experienced Indian friend, was to tell Una. ‘Some Kashmiris have it too, but their eyes are usually pale, almost aquamarine – brown eyes with red hair are uncommon. The Lamonts’, I must say, are superb.’ Indeed, in that first vision, Una found herself almost dazzled by the glow and colour of Miss Lamont. You made us, at least me – and Edward – look like creatures kept under a stone. Then Una saw that the brown eyes, for all their grandeur, had a watchful glitter and, You are not quite as much at ease as you seem, thought Una.


‘So these are the girls.’ The voice was lilting, dominant, as Miss Lamont put out her hands to Hal, who took them as if she were mesmerized. ‘Halcyon! Why, you are perfectly named!’ Una saw Hal blush – a phenomenon she had not seen before – then, ‘And Una! Let me look at you too. Edward, she is just like you!’


‘Edward!’ If Una had had hairs on the back of her neck they would have risen. ‘Why should she call him Edward?’ she was to demand. ‘Probably they were friends before we came,’ said Hal. ‘She isn’t an ordinary governess.’


Releasing Hal, Miss Lamont had stretched out her hand to draw Una near, but Una had not consented to be drawn. ‘You were horribly stand-offish,’ Hal told her. Una had shaken the hand, politely but briefly, and let it drop. For perhaps half a second Miss Lamont was disconcerted, but only half a second, then, ‘I expect you are hungry and tired,’ she said. ‘Put down your cloaks and have a drink of lemonade; Christopher, our cook, makes it fresh every day.’ ‘Our cook?’ Una wanted to query but, ‘Edward, you must be dying for a drink,’ Miss Lamont went on; a white-dressed manservant was already busy at a tray of bottles, glasses and chinking ice. ‘Luncheon will be ready as soon as we are,’ and Miss Lamont pulled chairs forward, brought a small table for Edward. ‘The girls can see their rooms afterwards.’ Does she arrange everything? thought Una.


‘Have the babas come?’ Ravi asked Ganesh.


Ganesh laughed. He had met them and Edward at the steps with celebration buttonholes of violets tightly twisted with maidenhair. ‘Babas!’


‘Why do you laugh?’


‘Look.’ Ravi took one glance through the long drawing-room windows and retreated behind the jasmine hedge to the lower garden.


‘Sit at the foot of the table, Una, opposite your father. That’s your place now.’ Miss Lamont was smoothly tactful. ‘You see, you are his official hostess,’ at which Una gave her a horrified glance.


Lunch began with slices of golden fruit that Una dimly remembered as papaya. Servants, led by an elderly butler whom Edward had introduced to her as Dino, offered hot food in silver dishes. Miss Lamont led the conversation with the same deft tactfulness, asking about their journey, England’s January cold; Hal chattered and Una, almost against her will, was drawn in; she had seldom heard Edward talk as much.


Outside, sun flooded over the vivid scented garden and Edward was right – Una was back in India, or India in Una; she remembered the garden-bird calls and crow caws: saw a swoop of green wings – a flight of parakeets. There was the subdued sound of voices speaking the, to Hal, mysterious language, but of which a few words came back to Una. Even the smell in the room of polish from the stone floors, the scent of sweet peas in the bowl on the table, of papaya, the prawn curry and poppadums ordered, Una guessed, especially for them. Her babyhood might have been back – only, of course, I didn’t have curry . . . ‘There was something called pish-pash,’ she said aloud.


Miss Lamont nodded. ‘They give it to children in India. Fancy you remembering that.’


‘I remember it too,’ said Edward with distaste. ‘A baby brew of chicken with rice. I used to have to eat it or you wouldn’t, you little wretch! You do not know,’ he said to Miss Lamont, ‘the trouble I had bringing up these girls.’


It was all affection and a gaiety Una had not seen in Edward before; was it this that made her feel that something was, if not wrong, what she had described to Crackers as ‘not straight’.


To both girls, the Shiraz Road house was astounding. In the hall, there was a fountain – a fountain in the house – splashing under a bougainvillaea plant big as a young tree. Una had taken in too the size of the drawing room with its long windows opening on vistas of garden; the room was so big it stretched out of sight – there was an alcove round its corner – and it seemed filled with flowers, those narcissi and vases of roses. It had Persian carpets – she had counted three of them in the drawing room, and here, in the dining room, was another; she looked down at its border of leopards bounding away from hounds and horsemen in a tapestry of turquoise, tawny browns and pinks and, ‘It’s a hunting carpet,’ Edward told her. ‘I bought it in Agra. I think I am going to collect carpets.’


Edward collecting things? And, ‘Wouldn’t Teheran have been the place?’ asked Una.


‘I suppose so,’ said Edward, ‘but – funny,’ and he looked puzzled, ‘I didn’t want to collect them then.’


‘India is such an unhappy troubled country,’ Una had said to Mrs Carrington.


‘It can’t all be unhappy.’


‘Then it ought to be. How can people eat and drink and work when there’s all that hunger and misery and disease?’


‘You will find they can because they have to. Your father does. He leads a busy social life, entertains as, in his position, he must.’


‘Edward is frugal.’ Una had been up in arms at once but, ‘frugal’ she thought now and, ‘Isn’t this rather a sumptuous house for us?’ she asked.


‘Well the United Nations took it over from an American oil company. Their official houses are inclined to be lush,’ said Edward.


‘It may be lush but I like it,’ said Hal, and Miss Lamont gave her an approving nod. ‘So you should. It is beautiful.’


‘Alix chose new covers and curtains for us,’ said Edward.


‘Alix!’ Una’s hairs rose again. How dare she choose things for us, and her eyes, as Una’s eyes could, grew bright and green. ‘Did it always have a concert grand?’ she asked deliberately.


Edward did not answer, his hand went to his hair but, ‘We need a piano – for Hal,’ said Miss Lamont.


‘We?’ ‘Hal is used to any old school piano,’ said Una.


‘I hope we can do better than that.’ Again Una saw the watchfulness in Miss Lamont’s eyes and how swift she was to smile sweetly at Hal, reassuringly at Edward in a glance across the table – a private glance, thought Una, who immediately became more captious. ‘Three servants to wait on four people!’ she said when Dino and his underlings had left the room.


That touched a tender spot in Edward. When he had come to Shiraz Road he had tried to reduce the staff and failed. ‘Few households in Delhi keep to the old standards,’ he had told Dino. ‘We too must reduce,’ but, ‘Three table servants right,’ Dino had insisted, ‘Sahib will see. Here much much entertaining’, and when Edward had answered that there should not be ‘much much entertaining,’ in such poverty-stricken times, Dino’s adroit, ‘Yes, peoples very poor. Aziz has been here eleven years, Sahib, Karim seven. Where they get other work and they having families?’ It was the same with Ram Chand and his assistant Monbad. ‘Two men needed for the rooms, Sahib. Many many peoples staying. Come and go, many many.’ It was the same in the kitchen, though Christopher, the Goanese cook, had now to manage with one cook’s mate, not two; the same with the sweepers and the garden and, ‘Yes, we have a galaxy,’ said Edward now and sighed.


‘You can afford it.’ Miss Lamont meant to soothe.


‘That’s not the point.’


‘I think the house should be worthy of you.’


‘A Chinaberry point of view,’ said Edward. He had no idea, of course, how that remark cut; Miss Lamont bent her head over her plate and a hot stain spread up her neck to her face; Una saw it but, oddly enough, not with satisfaction. As if the sun had gone in over the garden, the affection and gaiety had stopped – spoilt by me, thought Una. Hal gave her a vicious kick under the table; I deserve it, thought Una. Edward had put down his knife and fork and was looking grieved, then Miss Lamont lifted her head and Una saw that it was Edward, not she, who had made the slightest dint in her composure.


‘I suggest hot baths and bed,’ she said, getting up from the table. ‘Come along. I will show you your rooms.’


They were in an L of the house where a wing was built out into the garden; the sitting room, with tables, a bookcase, was at the end. ‘This, or the verandah, will be our schoolroom.’ Miss Lamont’s own room had another verandah and, in between, right under her eye, thought Una, were two small bedrooms for her and Hal. As they were shown there was a certain tenseness. Miss Lamont had obviously been busy here as well. ‘You needn’t be cross, Edward,’ she had said. ‘There was hardly any expense. I did it myself with Monbad and a durzi and found the things in the bazaar.’ She did not tell him that there had been trouble over the durzi. He was not the expensive haughty tailor who sometimes came to the house to make shirts or dresses, curtains or loose covers, but a humble little man she had brought from the Old City, an old man with silver-rimmed spectacles, his needles and pins stuck in his small embroidered hat that itself was like a thimble. He had cut the muslin for the dressing-table skirts too short, and the upbraiding Alix had given him shattered Shiraz Road.


‘Is that how Mems talk?’ Ravi, who had never met one, asked Ganesh. This sounded more like the vituperation of a sweeper woman. ‘Owl! Pig! Son of a pig!’ ‘And he a Muslim, remember,’ said Ganesh. To a Muslim, pig was doubly unclean and, ‘Certainly she is not a pukka Miss-sahib,’ said Ganesh. The finished rooms, though, looked peaceful enough – each, Alix thought, a dream of a young girl’s room, pink for Hal, and, ‘Somehow I thought pale green suited Una. Are they all right?’ Alix had asked Edward, who had nonplussed her by being silent. ‘Are they – not all right?’


‘You must be prepared for Hal to plaster hers with photographs of pop stars,’ he said and made the worst of male comments: ‘It might have been better to have let them do the rooms themselves.’


‘But why, Edward? So unwelcoming.’


He had not answered, ‘Una – and all that muslin!’ Instead, ‘They ought to have bookcases,’ he said.


‘They have.’ Alix showed him two white-painted wicker bookshelf brackets hung on the walls, and Edward had laughed. ‘Una grows books like grass. She would bring that down in ten minutes,’ and then, seeing Alix’s distressed face, he had said, ‘All I can say is, if they don’t like their rooms, they are ungrateful little girls.’


They were not – at least not on the surface; good manners took over, of which, ‘Heaven be blest for them,’ Great-Aunt Frederica often said. ‘At least they avert immediate collision.’ Hal’s ‘How dainty!’ would have been wholehearted if she had not been certain of what Una was thinking, but, ‘You must have taken a great deal of trouble – thank you,’ said Una.


For Hal there was a mandolin. ‘Can you teach me to play it, Miss Lamont? Oh, can you?’


‘I can,’ and Hal took it at once into her room and, sitting on her bed, began to strum.


Standing on a small table by Una’s window a set of chessmen was arranged on an inlaid board. The men were of sandalwood and ivory. ‘Ivory!’ whispered Una, going down on her knees beside them. The sandalwood had the faint old Indian smell she remembered – though I haven’t smelt it all these years. There was no mistaking her pleasure. ‘Edward, they are exquisite!’


‘Moghul,’ said Edward, this new extravagant Edward, but when extravagance is after one’s own heart it ceases to matter, and Una, with awe, touched the little ivory white queen who held a bunch of delicately carved roses; the queens were in palanquins while each king rode in a carved howdah on a state elephant, the castles were mounted on war elephants, the bishops on camels; the knights had prancing horses, while the pawns were kneeling bowmen. ‘Moghul!’ said Una in ecstasy. Alix heard the difference in the tone and abruptly left the room; neither Edward nor Una saw her go.


‘That’s what I brought you out for,’ said Edward. ‘To play chess with me.’


‘Of course.’ Then Una looked up at him, her face back in its pale hardness. ‘Does Miss Lamont play chess?’


‘So that’s the trouble! You silly little skinnymalink,’ and Edward swept her up in his arms and kissed her.


‘A monkey man. Somewhere near me, in the garden perhaps, there is a monkey man.’ It was strange that Una had so immediately recognized the sound that woke her. I could only have been about three years old when I last heard it, she thought, but it was unmistakable: the rattling of lead pellets fastened to strings round a small-waisted hand drum. The monkey men always rattled them with one hand while the other led a pair of dressed-up monkeys. There must be a monkey man here now. Una swung her feet to the floor.


‘We couldn’t sleep,’ she and Hal had protested to Edward when he had ordered them to bed that afternoon. ‘We couldn’t possibly,’ and in a few minutes had been fast asleep. ‘Well, you were tired and in a new element,’ Miss Lamont was to say. While Una had been asleep, someone had come in and unpacked her cases; her brush and comb were on the flounced dressing table, her travelling clock by the bed, her slippers put ready. When she opened the wardrobe her dresses were hanging there; linen blouses, jerseys neatly folded on shelves. Had a servant done it, or was it Miss Lamont? The same someone had switched on the electric fire. It was kind but, to Una, an intrusion; she did not like anyone to handle her intimate things just as, at school, she had disliked having them identified by nametapes, even initials. ‘I never met anyone so private,’ Hal used to say in exasperation. Hal had no private things; with her, everything was open, to be shared. ‘But then Hal is much nicer than I am,’ said Una.


In their big bathroom – Miss Lamont had her own – Una washed and towelled her face and hands, then brushed out her hair and put on a dress, because surely it would soon be time for supper or dinner – she did not know yet which they had in Shiraz Road.


The dusk had a chill, the Indian winter chill, and she took a cardigan before she stepped out on the verandah.


She had dreaded finding Miss Lamont there, reading perhaps, watchful, but the verandah was empty as was the garden in the evening light. Then, over the rattle of the drum, further away now – it must be at the back of the house, thought Una – she heard the piano. Miss Lamont was safely in the drawing room.


Rays from the setting sun were slanting low over the garden, giving its colours a last brightness, but in shadows and corners already the light was growing dim and she remembered how brief twilight was in India. From the rapid transit through space and time, Una felt exhilarated, out of herself; at Cerne now it would be midday; she would have been among the other girls in the classroom, not wandering alone in the dusk of this tropical garden.


She stepped soundlessly along the path that surrounded the big house; in pots along the gravel were carnations that brushed her bare legs; she could smell their clove scent as she went round the L and paused at the back of the house to look into the drawing room. Through its smaller back windows she could see the French doors open to the light beyond; a lamp by the piano cast a wide pool of brighter electric light that shone down on Miss Lamont and her hands on the keys; she had changed and was wearing something mulberry-coloured; its fabric held gleams of gold. She knows how to dress, thought Una.


She herself seemed to have gone back in time, hiding from grown-ups and with a governess. Even the drum sound belonged. ‘Una, baba, come and watch the funny monkeys.’ Una remembered how they somersaulted in their patchwork clothes, walked on their hands, held one out for praise and how, given a slice of orange, they seized and pouched it, first picking out the pips with minute black fingers.


Across the grass from where she stood and behind a screen of poinsettias, a rough nasal voice was chanting or singing; there were catcalls and bursts of laughter, and soon Una was looking through the bushes to a row of garages with, above them, what must be servants’ rooms; some were lighted – she could see clothes hung below the ceilings on a string, pots of marigolds, a mirror. Her nostrils caught whiffs again familiar: the smell of a hookah – hubble-bubble – and of biris, the pungent native cigarettes, and on the concrete forecourt lit by the outside garage lights, she saw a small crowd, all the house servants and, perhaps, some of their friends. The butler, Dino, and two men – the other table servants? Una hardly recognised them without their turbans – were smoking the hookah; others, among whom she identified the old bearer, Ram Chand, smoked biris, but all of them were watching a space where a pair of monkeys capered as their master, in dirty white clothes and a dark red turban, sang, jerked their strings, commanded, or rattled his drum. If Una had shut her eyes she could have been back again, squatting on her heels as she still could, brought by Jetti, her Nepali ayah, to watch the monkeys.


Were they funny? No more now than when she was three did Una know what story the man was chanting, the monkeys acting; she was too far away to see them well but she heard guffaws, the men’s excited laughter. Perhaps I ought not to be here.


Then a car drew up, its door slammed and Edward strode into the courtyard. The drumming and chanting ceased abruptly; the hookah was left, biris stubbed out, turbans hastily reached for. ‘Turn that man out at once!’ Edward spoke in English and Una could tell he was angry. ‘I will not have such things in the compound. Ram Chand, Dino, you ought to be ashamed of yourselves.’
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