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			Chapter One

			Birkett had forty-five minutes before his appointment at the tomb. Allow twenty-five minutes to get there, and that left twenty to go.

			He pushed his glass across the bar. “Same again. Scotch.”

			“Double, sahib?”

			“Single.” Birkett could hold his own against drink.

			The fans twirled like aeroplane propellers under the high vaulted ceiling, fluttering the blue silk sari of the girl along the bar. She had huge dark sad eyes like the eyes in Persian paintings, and a red spot on her forehead to match the red paint on her nails. She looked bored with her middle-aged companions and kept glancing at Birkett as if yearning to talk to him.

			Birkett avoided her eyes and looked away through the arch to the big sombre dining-room, where waiters in white turbans and red cummerbunds moved barefooted amongst the tables under the marble pillars. A few couples twirled to a fox-trot on the dance-floor, the men in European dinner-jackets or Indian jackets buttoned to the neck; the women in bright silk saris. Even the solitary English woman wore a sari to camouflage her nationality and big blonde English frame, whilst back at the table her husband, a hydraulic engineer from the Midlands, chatted over-heartily to his Indian hosts to camouflage his lack of ease.

			Birkett sipped the small whisky. His gaze fell on the mahogany honour-board behind the bar, listing the Club presidents in letters of gold. They went back over thirty years. Fotheringay, Whittington-Smith, Sir R. Boland, Bell-Carter . . . You could see the hands holding the whisky-sodas, the moustaches bristling under sun-helmets as they set off for polo or sticking pigs. You knew from the names they had all been pig-stickers: you only wondered that there had been enough pigs to go round. Smedley-Cox, Athelston . . . And so on until, with Sir Joshua Hindcliffe, 1947, the pig-sticking names came to a resounding end. And then: Sen, Desani, Muckerjee, Singh . . .

			Yes, a decade ago, Birkett thought, the only Indians you’d have seen in this place were the waiters in compulsory white gloves to conceal the grey hands. And now the few British who came here fell over themselves to behave like Indians while the Indians behaved more like the British than the British themselves.

			“Major Birkett! My dear fellow!”

			It was the Sikh doctor whom Birkett had met at the Club the night before. He wore a European lounge suit and pink­ spotted turban, and his face was covered by an explosion of grey beard.

			“My dear Major! You like our Club, isn’t it? I am utterly delighted! Now, I wish you to meet my son.” He turned and waved a pudgy hand towards the tall shy youth who soundlessly followed him. “Young fellow, I wish you to meet my dear friend Major Ronnie Birkett, the famous explorer and writer.”

			The young Sikh wore a pale blue turban and a black immature beard, neatly trained round his chin. He placed his long sensitive fingers together in the attitude of prayer, saying very politely and diffidently, “It is a great honour, sir.”

			“Thanks.” Birkett’s speech was dipped like his moustache. He brought his hands together smartly, performing the Indian gesture of greeting with practised ease but with a foreign briskness reminiscent of a military salute. “Not that I’m famous or an explorer—your father’s got his wires a bit crossed.”

			“But you have explored everywhere, isn’t it?” the Sikh doctor said.

			“Travelled around a bit. But seldom off the beaten track, so hardly call it exploring.”

			“But your books of travel are utterly famous. You are a famous writer.”

			“Oh, rubbish.” Birkett had no use for the gush.

			The youth said gently, “I have heard your book on India is most interesting, sir.”

			“Bit dated now.”

			“May I ask how you write your books, sir? You write with a pen or a typewriter?”

			“Bash ‘em out on the old machine, much easier.”

			“Who is your favourite author, sir?”

			“Conrad.” He had not read Conrad for years but a decisive answer saved trouble.

			“I understand you have just come from China, sir. What was your opinion of Chinese Communism?”

			“No corruption in China now—I’ll hand that to those Reds, they’ve wiped out ‘squeeze’. And some very impressive material achievements. But not my cup of tea. Not all that brain-twisting.”

			“You don’t think Communism is the answer for India, sir?”

			“God forbid.”

			He glanced at his watch. Thirty-five minutes to go: ten before he must be off. He looked up and caught the glance of the girl in the blue sari, whose eyes had kept slipping back to him. He abruptly switched away his gaze and found himself confronted by a lean sunburnt face with trim moustache, and the stare of two steely ice-blue eyes: his own reflection in the mirror behind the bar. He noted the spare erect shoulders, the disciplined bearing. Spare and trim, he thought. Forty-eight, but not an ounce of unwanted flesh, not a single capitulation to age.

			Spare and trim like the cheetah, he thought.

			“My dear fellow, your glass is empty!” the Sikh exclaimed. “An empty glass is utterly forbidden! Another drink for my old friend Ronnie!”

			Birkett hated to be called Ronnie. He did not care for Ronald: he preferred to be called Birkett. He avoided a wince, and said, “Thanks, I’m through.”

			“But you are with Sikhs now isn’t it? You cannot be with Sikhs and not drink!” The doctor caught sight of the girl along the bar. “Hello, there is my girl-friend! There is my utterly ravishing girl-friend Mrs. Kapoor!” He propelled Birkett along the bar with an exuberant hand on his shoulder. “Lakshmi, my dear, I wish to introduce my old friend Major Ronnie Birkett, the famous explorer and writer.”

			The girl’s face lit up eagerly. “Oh, how exciting!” she exclaimed, bringing her red-tipped fingers gently together under her chin as Birkett’s hands briskly met and dispensed their greeting. “I felt sure you were somebody famous!”

			“Ronnie is famous all over the  world,”  the Sikh said. “He is world famous.”

			“Nonsense,” Birkett said. “Just the doctor’s bedside blarney—didn’t know me from Adam when I walked in yesterday.”

			“Of course I knew your name at once! You are just being utterly British and modest!”

			“I knew it,” the girl said. “I read in the newspaper that you were in Delhi and I longed to meet you. I am your fan!” Her features had a classic Indian delicacy, and her face was an inverted triangle spreading outwards from the neat little pointed chin to the huge wide dark Persian eyes that reached to the outer corners. The black hair was drawn smoothly back from the forehead, with its decorative red spot, into a chignon. It was a face of remarkable beauty, that made the girl’s rather bright, brittle, pseudo-sophisticated manner seem as incongruous and ill-fitting as some tawdry sequin dress imported from the West. And she went on, with the kind of hungry eagerness with which bored and unhappy people clutch at straws of distraction, hoping each time to have found a permanent raft, “I have only read your Indian book, but I simply adored it.”

			“Thanks, bit dated now.’’

			“I think it must be wonderful to be able to write! Do you write with a pen or a typewriter?”

			“Old machine as a rule.”

			“But you do write so beautifully!”

			“Nice of you to say so.” His eyes fell momentarily to the smooth bare sliver of waist, visible between the loose diaphanous folds of her sari, which floated like blue mist in the breeze from the fan. It was the colour of warm dark honey, and so slender that he could have encircled it with his hands . . . He abruptly averted his eyes and looked away through the arch towards the gyrating couples, the soft-footed waiters carrying their trays amongst the marble pillars. Women were like drinks for Birkett, he could take them or leave them. “Only not true, I’m afraid.  Bash out the stuff for a living, that’s all.”

			“That adorable modesty!” the girl laughed. “I simply adore it!”

			“Ronnie, what a hit you have made with my girl-friend,” the Sikh exclaimed. “I am utterly jealous. But I shall help you for the sake of friendship. I shall take you both to dinner and you may hold hands and carry on a flirtation.’’

			“Thanks, but can’t manage this evening,” Birkett said.

			“You are afraid of my girl-friend’s husband turning up with a horsewhip while you are flirting, isn’t it? Don’t worry, my dear fellow, he is in Lucknow. She is on the spree. You are perfectly safe to come for dinner.”

			“Sorry, previous engagement.’’

			“Then we shall meet after dinner at the Volga where you and my girl-friend may dance and flirt. You know the Volga in Connaught Place?”

			“No, and don’t think I’d fancy it—sounds too Russian for me.”

			“It is not Russian. It is quite British and civilized. It is also air-conditioned.”

			“I wish you would come,” the girl urged, with hungry eagerness. 

			“And only wish I could—but tied up the whole evening.” The Sikh winked a little roguish eye. “He must be dining with a girl. Ronnie, you old rascal, you have a secret girl!” 

			“I’m sure he has lots of girls,” the girl said, with a new tension perceptible under the bright, brittle tone.

			“He is utterly wicked—he is worse than a Sikh!”

			Birkett looked at his watch again. Twenty-five minutes exactly before the rendezvous. “Well, I must skip.”

			“You are not leaving Delhi just yet?” the girl said. “We shall see you again?”

			“Certainly hope so—plans a bit uncertain. Anyhow, nice meeting you. Most enjoyable.”

			He brought his hands smartly together before his face, and before the girl’s red-tipped fingers had touched in response, had already turned and was walking away across the brisk and soldierly and trim; and the girl watched after him, her fingers poised under the little pointed chin, whilst the Sikh watched beside her, his two little eyes twinkling roguishly on either side of the big pock-marked nose. The spare erect figure disappeared through the arch. They were silent for a moment. And then the Sikh, who did not really know the girl very well, and whose joke about her being his girl-friend required the presence of a third party to make it harmless, grew uncomfortable and looked around for his son; but the tall shy youth was lost in a day-dream farther along the bar. He turned back to the girl, and said awkwardly, for something to say:

			“Well, what do you think of my old friend Ronnie Birkett? Don’t you think he is a great fellow?”

			The girl nodded dreamily, all her sadness welling up in the huge brown pools of her eyes. “He seems very nice.”

			“So utterly British.”

			“Yes, he is very typical.”

			“That’s it, he is utterly typical and British. He is a great fellow, Ronnie. He is a great asset to our Club.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Birkett crossed the fan-cooled entrance hall of the Club with his brisk British step. He came out between the tall classical pillars into the wall of heat, and descended the steps to the drive.

			A hot yellow moon had just risen over the trees. Insects swarmed round the electric lamps along the drive, bombarding the glass with suicidal frenzy. A bunch of drivers squatted on the grass, smoking cigarettes through their fists.

			Birkett made his way past them to his hired car. He drove out of the Club driveway and round the curving colonnade of Connaught Place, with displays of cheap magazines and murder books on the pavement, the jut-boned horses waiting between the shafts of the idle tongas, and turned off along a radial road. It brought him into the wide triumphal avenue leading to the Secretariat. The great twin pink sandstone buildings, the crowning achievement of Imperial rule, glowed under their floodlights; the ornamental fountains sent up their shimmering jets and collected the falling spray in their pink sandstone bowls. He swung off the avenue to the left of the Secretariat, and in a few minutes was clear of the town. Now there was nothing in his headlights but the narrow strip of tarred road, stretching away emptily into the distance, flanked by dusty bullock tracks and a few dusty straggling trees.

			He felt the first touch of exhilaration. He was on the job again. The cheetah was off on a new prowl.

			He drove swiftly. On either side of the road the parched stony plain lay deserted under the moon. And he remembered the African plain, and the cheetah sitting alone under the tree in the hot African afternoon. And then the sun going down, and the cheetah lazily rising, and yawning—and a sudden uneasiness running like a shiver through the great herds of wild creatures that filled the plain: the fat zebra interrupting their grazing with anxious backward looks, the bearded wildebeest restlessly tossing their heads, the wagging metronome tails of the Thomson’s gazelle suddenly missing the beat. And then the first stir of panic, and the dust rising from the hoofs as the herds moved away from the danger they had felt but not yet seen—from the lone cheetah whose yawn had spread fear through them like a contagion. And the cheetah sensuously stretching and yawning again, and strolling out from under the tree: trim-waisted, self-sufficient, and serenely alone, the strongest and swiftest animal on the plain. The perfect animal-machine . . .

			He saw movement ahead. It was an old ramshackle horse-drawn tonga lurching along in the same direction as himself at break-neck speed. The solitary passenger gripped the hood struts for support with one hand and a huge khaki solar topee to his head with the other.

			The tonga swerved off the tarmac to let Birkett pass. The dust spurted from under the wheels, billowed in a cloud across the road. It threw back the beam of Birkett’s headlights like fog so that he was obliged to slow down. It filled the car with a fine soft powder that tasted dry in his mouth and tickled the back of his nose. He emerged from the dust cloud and regained speed. Shortly he saw two little green lights ahead on the road—the eyes of some animal, probably a wild cat. They stared stupidly into the headlights.

			Well, I’m not slowing down again, Birkett thought. So you’d better look sharp.

			He pressed his horn but the green lights did not move. He caught a brief glimpse of the animal itself in his headlights as he was almost upon it: it was not a cat, but a jackal. It turned indifferently away. But too late—there was a soft thud on the front of the car, a bump under the left wheel. He waited for a bump from the back wheel but it never came.

			Well, you must have got flattened good and proper, Birkett thought. But you can’t say I didn’t warn you.

			He thought of the mess of crushed ribs and burst flesh left behind on the tarmac. The disagreeable image disturbed  him—too mildly to have ordinarily mattered: but on occasions of this sort, when there was enough already to disturb equanimity, such an untoward incident was to be deplored. And he wished now that he had slowed down to avoid the creature.

			He glanced at the dashboard. Four and a half miles from the Secretariat—almost there. He reduced  speed,  keeping  an  eye on the left side of the road, and presently caught sight of a dim mass looming against the sky. Its shape became clearer as he approached.

			That’s the chappie, he thought. And by Jove, it’s a tidy size. It’s as big as a cathedral.

			He saw a track leading off the road to the left and turned along it. The moon had already cleared and cast a brilliant light over the plain. He could see the tomb in almost as much detail as if it had been daylight. It was built according to the familiar Mogul pattern with a massive central mausoleum surrounded by a broad high terrace, and slender minarets rising from the corners  of  the  terrace  like  guardian light­houses. It had fallen into neglect and the sandstone was badly weathered, and several of the lofty ornamental pavilions on the main structure were missing. The row of white half-eggshell domes above the main facade grinned down from crumbling gums of pink sandstone like the broken remnants of an old man’s teeth.

			He ran the car out of sight into some scrub. He sat for a moment listening. There was not a sound. He got out and approached the tomb. He walked round until he came to some steps leading up through a dark slanting tunnel. He groped his way up them and emerged in the middle of the terrace. The moonlight, after the darkness of the steps, had an almost blinding brilliance. His shadow on the white marble terrace floor was like a shadow from the sun. He felt as conspicuous as if he had stood in a spotlight on a stage. He went to the arched entrance of the mausoleum: the door was heavily padlocked. He turned away and followed the long finger of shadow thrown by one of the minarets to the corner of the terrace. He stopped in the shadow at the foot of the minaret, and stood leaning against the curved wall, looking out over the low balustrade.

			The air was hot and still. The dry dusty plain lay silent under the moon.

			He lit a cigarette. He shielded the flame of the lighter with his hands and smoked with the burning end of the cigarette cupped in his palm.

			He thought about the jackal he had killed on the road. He remembered the soft thud on the front of the car. The bump under the wheel, the crunch of ribs . . . Had he really heard the ribs crunch? No, it was impossible. He had imagined it. All at once a howl shattered the silence like a stone through glass. It seemed to come from right beside his ear, and he jumped. He glanced round him but the terrace was empty. He peered over the balustrade: nothing moved on the plain. The howl had stopped and silence returned.

			Another jackal, he thought. Must have been somewhere down in that scrub. And my God, I jumped.

			There’s no getting out of it, he thought. I jumped. That little beggar made me jump.

			It had not been much of a jump, and most people under the circumstances would have jumped out of their skins—but most people were not in this game. And in this game you had no right to jump at all. You trained yourself against jumping—against all outward manifestations of surprise. And normally nothing could make him jump. Even if Beelzebub had appeared at his elbow in a sulphurous flash, he wouldn’t have batted an eyelid.

			No, it hadn’t been like him. But he understood how it had happened: at the moment that the howl had broken out in his ear he had been thinking about the jackal he had run over, and for a split second he had absurdly imagined that it was the dead jackal howling—that it had come to avenge itself for its death on the road.

			Well, that just went to show how much the incident had disturbed him. My God, squeamish as a ruddy kid—over a jackal. He ought to be ashamed. They were filthy creatures, jackals. Vermin. He had done a good job flattening out that jackal on the road. His good deed for the day.

			Yes, it’s a bad weakness that squeamishness, he thought. I must get on to it. I must lick it.

			He knew that he could lick it once he put his mind to it—there was no weakness you couldn’t lick, no mastery over yourself you couldn’t achieve, by the power of the mind—and the confidence that he could do so reassured him. No, nothing really wrong with his nerves. There couldn’t be, or he wouldn’t have been here at all: you needed nerves of steel even for routine occasions of this sort. Because you never knew. No matter how careful you were, no matter how scrupulous with your precautions, you could never feel absolutely, one hundred per cent secure—for you were not the only person and there was always the risk of the other man letting you down . . .

			He wondered if the other man today would be Indian or European. Probably Indian. But you never knew. Once in Valparaiso, when he had been expecting a Chilean, the other man had turned out to be a Finn.

			At least he had thought he was a Finn. But you never knew.

			He heard the jangling harness and grinding wheels of the tonga he had passed in the car. It was just going by on the road. He wondered what it could be doing so far out of Delhi . . . The sound of its wheels was suddenly deadened: he realised with astonishment that it had turned down the track to the tomb.

			The tonga lurched into view. It pulled up before the tomb with a final flourish of harness and horse-bells. The driver stuck his whip beside his seat; he hoiked and spat, and then pinched his nostrils between his fingers and leant over and blew the dust from his nose. The passenger stepped down gingerly from the back, like a sea-sick voyager from a gang­plank finding his feet strangers to dry land. He carefully felt his bruises, dusted down his creased white suit with anxious flapping hands, adjusted the solar topee.

			Well, I’ve had all sorts of headgear in my time, Birkett thought, I’ve run the whole gamut from a fez to a knotted handkerchief on Southend beach, from a burnous to an Italian workman’s cap improvised from Il Messaggero—but if this is my chap, it’ll be my first good old-fashioned woolsey helmet.

			The man approached the tomb uncertainly. He went out of sight below the terrace, and presently Birkett heard his clumsy Indian sandals on the steps, and saw the topee emerge as though from a trap-door on the stage of white marble.

			Birkett strolled out from the shadow of the minaret. He said amiably in Urdu, “Good evening, doing a bit of sight­seeing?”

			The Indian ignored him. He gazed up with studied absorption at the decorated façade of the mausoleum, at the row of broken eggshell domes grinning down from their crumbling pink gums.

			Birkett tried again. He said, “Yes, those Mogul emperors certainly used to get put away in style.”

			The man continued to ignore him. Well, not even the Taj Mahal ever held a genuine sightseer quite as spellbound as that, Birkett thought. It’s the worst overacting I ever saw in my life, unless he’s trying to impersonate a deaf-mute.

			He strolled nearer. He said, “Not a fisherman, are you? I’m wondering where I can get a bit of sport round here. Of course, no use hoping for salmon or trout. I’ll have to take what’s going.” He waited for the man to reply. The answer to salmon was dogfish.

			The man turned his head slowly towards Birkett. His face was a shiny ebony, like an African’s. His features merged in the blackness, making it impossible to see more than that he was a youth in his middle twenties. At last he spoke. He said, “Uh?”

			Birkett concealed the irritation that he always felt when they sent along half-baked youngsters hardly out of their nappies—they were a menace when it only needed one little slip-up to land you all down the drain. He said patiently, still speaking in Urdu, “I was talking about fishing.”

			The Indian said diffidently, “Excuse me, I do not understand Urdu. I am from Madras.” He spoke English with loving precision, bringing out each word separately and delicately as if unpacking pieces of glass. “I speak only English and Madrasi.”

			The Southern Indian origin, of course, explained the ebony complexion; and the educated English showed that at least they hadn’t just raked in some half-witted sweeper. Birkett grinned, reassured. “Sorry, old chap. I was just saying how I hankered for a bit of fishing. If you want to see a happy man, laddie, just lead me to a river full of salmon!”

			“Salmon?”

			“All right, I know, they’re about as common around here as Mogul tombs in Scotland.”

			“We also have no salmon in Madras. We have no rivers, we are on the sea.”

			“What do you catch in the sea?”

			“Dogfish.”

			Birkett nodded indifferently. “Dogfish, eh?” So much for the first party game. And so on with the next. “Of course, it isn’t really fishing for me unless it’s rod-and-fly. But I’ve been told of one place up in the hills—hang on, I’ve got it scribbled down—where the fishing’s tip-top, streams fairly boiling with . . . Hello, what’s this?” He stared in puzzlement at something that he had pulled out of the breast pocket of his bush-shirt. It was a triangular piece of playing card torn diagonally across from corner to corner. “By Jove, that poker game must have been a rough house! I wonder who got the other half?”

			The Indian took off the topee and held it inverted to the moon. He peered inside. A piece of playing-card similar to Birkett’s was stuck into the lining like a bus ticket.

			He took it out and handed it to Birkett. Birkett held it in his left hand, and the other piece in his right, and placed them together. The torn edges fitted snugly. The two pieces made a perfect ten of spades. Birkett briskly pocketed the pieces of card, his manner becoming business-like and impersonal. “Right, I’m with you.”

			The Indian beamed happily, exclaiming as if they had only just met, “Good evening, sir! That was very exciting, wasn’t it? But I am so glad we can now talk properly.”

			Birkett glanced at him sharply. But the Indian was too happy to notice, and went on blithely: 

			“This is my first responsible duty, you see, sir. I was very nervous at first, but it turned out much easier—”

			Birkett interrupted brusquely, “What about that tonga-wallah?” He nodded over the balustrade towards the old driver who was putting out the lights of his carriage to save oil. “What d’you mean by bringing him up here?”

			“It was an error, sir?” The Indian’s happiness had been extinguished by the rebuff to his friendly overtures: he looked like a wounded animal. “But I was instructed to take a tonga, sir. I was given my fare.”

			“You should have left it at a distance. Where’s your common sense? All right, we’ll go round the back—we don’t want the tonga-wallah snooping.”

			He marched off round the terrace. The young Indian struggled to keep up with him, the big clumsy sandals slopping noisily on the marble. He was not used to Birkett’s brisk British pace and began to drip with sweat.

			Birkett said, “Right, let’s squat over there.” He sat down cross-legged with his back against the mausoleum. He saw the Indian squatting several yards away. “What’s the idea, laddie? Are we supposed to shout? Or communicate with walkie-talkies?”

			The youth rose and came nearer, sweating through every pore, and knowing that all the bad drains in Madras would smell sweet as jasmine compared to himself. He said miserably:

			“I have an order for you, sir.”

			“Let’s have it.” Birkett concealed the excitement that he always felt at this moment: the moment when a new job began, and he might hear “Djakarta” or “Pago Pago” or “Goa”—the moment when his whole being, trained to slip swiftly and smoothly into whatever gear was required of it, became dedicated to a new end.

			The young Indian said, “Tomorrow afternoon at four­-thirty you will call on Mr. Prem Kumar Gupta at 42, Mehta Road, New Delhi.”

			“Go on,” Birkett said.

			“That is all, sir.”

			“Eh? What about identification?”

			“There was nothing about identification, sir.”

			“And no other order?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Right, I’ll repeat it. Tomorrow afternoon at four-thirty . . .”

			It sounded like a ruddy invitation to tea. After being keyed up for days, anticipating a new assignment, he found it hard to hide his disappointment at the let-down. He only hoped that tomorrow this Prem Kumar Gupta would have something better to pull out of the hat. Prem Kumar Gupta? . . . The name struck a chord.

			“Wait a minute,” he said. “P. K. Gupta—isn’t he in the government here?”

			“Yes, a minister, sir.”

			“Minister, eh?” But how was he to approach him? And to what end? And anyhow, how could a minister be in this game? He felt sure now that the order could not be complete. He said, “Now, think again. Isn’t there some detail you’ve forgotten?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Nothing about how I’m to introduce myself?”

			“Nothing, sir.”

			“What I’m to say?”

			“No, sir.”

			“You’re positive?”

			“Yes, sir.’’

			“Well, my life’s in your hands, laddie.” He remembered the small detail once omitted from an order given to a colleague—it had thrown a whole plan out of gear and his colleague had gone to the wall. And that’s just where he’d go if this youngster . . . He checked himself. None of that, he thought. Your job’s to carry out orders. And if an order is wrongly given, tant pis—you’re not in this game for your health.

			“Right, nothing else? Then no hanging about.” He rose smartly. “You clear off first with that tonga-wallah.”

			He listened to the Indian’s big clumsy sandals slopping away round the terrace and down the steps. A jackal whooped, and the whooping spread from jackal to jackal, from pack to pack, until the whole sky was ripped to shreds by their cries. Yes, I did a good job killing that jackal on the road, Birkett thought. After all, they’re vermin. It’s absurd to feel squeamish about destroying vermin. I’m going to lick that squeamishness. It’s the only weakness in the whole streamlined, efficient machine.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Yesterday we spelt Kathmandu with an ‘h’, so today we’d better leave it out,” the news-editor said into the telephone. He was a Parsee with a dry sense of humour and an Oxford education, and he smoked a cigarette in an ivory holder. “If we spelt it the same twice running our readers would think they’d got hold of the wrong rag.”

			He glanced at Birkett’s card on his blotter. He put his hand over the receiver and said:

			“Ah, Major Birkett, you’re really in Delhi? Forgive my surprise, but our gossip column reported you were here—and it usually manages to hit even fewer nails on the head than the Swami’s horoscopes. Make yourself comfortable—won’t keep you a moment.”

			Birkett propped his walking-stick against the desk and sat down. The news-editor continued his conversation on the telephone. He was discussing the dismissal of the Prime Minister of Nepal, which had been reported in the morning papers.

			“Not content with being the only newspaper in India that can’t tell its readers why the King booted the P.M. out, we have to run a special leader to emphasize our perplexity . . . Who cares if the others were only guessing? If they could guess in Ootacomund, why couldn’t we guess in Delhi?”

			The desk-fan moved to and fro, fluttering the papers on one side of the desk and then the other. The news-editor rang off, saying, “What a fate, to be scooped by the Ooty Courier!” He tapped the ivory cigarette-holder fastidiously over a big glass ashtray. “Well, what can I do for you, Major Birkett?”

			“I want to pick your brains,” Birkett said. “I’ve been asked to write an article for America about the leading personalities in the Indian government. I know about most of them, but there’s one or two I’d like to get a line on . . .”

			He mentioned various names, to take the emphasis off the real object of his curiosity, and then said, “And P. K. Gupta—minister, isn’t he?”

			“Building and Communications.”

			“Good chap?”

			“Doesn’t like journalists, so that’s a good start. He and Nehru attended the same British institutions.”

			“Harrow . . .?”

			“No, I meant Ahmadnagar and Dehra Dun,” the news-­editor said dryly.

			Birkett smiled, recognizing the names of two jails in which political prisoners had been accommodated during British rule. “So he was one of the ‘Quit India’ boys, was he? Funny, I can’t place him at all.”

			“He’s the sort that avoids the limelight and gets on with the job. But we must have the odd photograph.” He picked up the telephone and asked for a picture of Gupta, and then resumed, “Of course, Gupta was also a devoted disciple of Gandhi, and a staunch advocate of Gandhi’s doctrine of passive resistance and Satyagraha. I once heard him speak about non-violence—he was so violent about it that it seemed a contradiction of terms.”

			Shortly a girl came in with the photograph. The news­ editor handed it to Birkett. “That was taken on the day of Gandhi’s funeral . . . He does usually wear clothes.”

			The picture showed a barefooted, dark-legged figure in middle-age walking in a procession of mourners. His loins and shoulders were swathed in white homespun cloth. He had a big smooth round face, and a big head slightly out of proportion to his body like a baby’s. Birkett carefully studied the features and then handed the photograph back.

			“Well, that gives me plenty to be going on with. Thanks for the help.’’

			He took his walking-stick and left the office. He glanced at his watch as he descended the stairs. Not yet eleven o’clock—still a good few more hours of suspense before his meeting with Gupta this afternoon. The visit to the newspaper office had only served to increase his perplexity, for if Gupta had been one of the Gandhi boys—a Gentle-Jesus-Meek-and-Mild believing in non-violence, passive resistance, turning the other cheek—well, he could hardly be in this game. Good God, certainly not! And if he wasn’t in this game, what the devil could be the purpose of the meeting . . .? Still, he had achieved the main object of the visit: he had seen the photograph. A superfluous precaution perhaps, but whilst the object of this afternoon’s meeting remained so obscure, it was necessary to be prepared for any eventuality. Even for the eventuality of its turning out to be some trickery of the other side’s, and of not being confronted by Gupta himself but by some impostor. . . . Well, he’d be on to that one quick enough now.

			He came out of the building on to the scorching no-man’s land of the pavement. The sun blazed down from an incandescent sky. The town had already been crushed into its daily submission, and the defeated inhabitants had abandoned the open spaces and crawled off into the shadows, patiently enduring the sun’s oppressive imperial rule and awaiting its eventual withdrawal, the recovery of independence, at sun­ down. It was no wonder that submission and humility were part of the Indian character—they were practised here as a daily exercise.

			Birkett set out in the direction of his hotel with his brisk foreign step. His walking-stick beat a sharp, decisive tattoo on the hot flags. The perspiration began to prick on his shoulder blades. He noted the feeling with satisfaction. Nothing like a bit of sweating for cleaning the system, keeping spare and trim . . . He avoided the arcaded pavement round Connaught Place and set out straight across the great open circle of grass, feeling the sun like a weight across his shoulders. He turned up the avenue towards the hotel.

			Well, six hours from now I’ll know the answer, he thought. Devil of a long time, but nothing to do but possess my soul. And I’m bound to say . . . Hello, that one’s nice!

			He gave his critical attention to a girl in a pink sari some distance ahead on the pavement.

			Yes, very nice, he thought. Nice neat figure. And nice and small—right up my street.

			The girl wore a pair of big black sun glasses. She stood near the gates of the hotel looking at the pavement display of Kashmir boxes, numdah rugs, silver anklets, and other well-tried tourist lines presided over by an old pan-chewing woman with red-stained teeth dressed as a Tibetan. Her interest in the familiar wares struck Birkett as a trifle odd.

			First Indian I’ve ever seen stop and look at that junk, he thought. Most of them are surfeited with the stuff before they’re knee-high to their amahs, and can never look a Kashmir box in the eye again.

			Just then the girl looked up rather surreptitiously towards the hotel, and Birkett recognized her. It was that Mrs. What’s-her-name from the Club. That girl who’d kept giving him the glad-eye at the bar.

			The hotel drive was empty except for the majestic turbaned figure of the Sikh commissionaire on the steps, and the girl returned her gaze to the display at her feet. The old squatting woman turned her head and ejected a stream of red spittle. She paid the girl no attention: she had evidently long since abandoned hope of her custom.

			No, I reckon it’s not those Kashmir boxes that have tickled her fancy, Birkett thought. I reckon it’s somebody in that hotel. And if it’s me, I’m afraid she’s out of luck. Because I’m entering into no commitments until I find out the score this afternoon.

			He decided to slip past her and get safely through the gates before she had time to recognize and detain him . . . Then he began to waver. After all, no harm in a chat, he thought. It would help to take my mind off the suspense. And that’s a nice neat little waist, there’s no denying it. And never know, might come in handy, a little something like that, if I’m going to be stuck in Delhi. No sense in looking a gift horse . . . Now what was her name?

			Kapoor, that was it. Lakshmi Kapoor. Well, into the fray. 

			He approached briskly from the flank.

			“Morning!” he said cheerfully.

			The girl gave a start and looked round. She was momentarily overcome with guilty confusion, but she quickly recovered herself and affected a show of astonishment.

			“Oh, it’s Major Birkett! What a surprise!” She remembered the big ugly dark glasses and hastily removed them, uncovering the huge dark Persian eyes that made the brittle manner seem so incongruous.

			Yes, if she could get rid of whatever’s eating her, she’d be a real bonny girl, Birkett thought. Still, there’s nothing brittle about that neat little waist.

			“Not buying anything from these sharks, are you?” he said.

			“No, I just saw them as I was passing, and simply couldn’t resist stopping to look . . . But how extraordinary meeting you here!”

			“This is where I’m staying.”

			“Oh, I thought you were at the Imperial!”

			Now, that’s very untidy of you, Birkett thought. If you’d been in my game you’d have known the maxim about never telling a lie unless you could be sure it was tidy, with no loose ends. And you’d have remembered telling me that you’d read the bit about me in the newspaper, which mentioned where I was staying, and you’d have considered the possibility that I might have read it too—and decided that the lie was too untidy to tell.

			“I’ve never been into this hotel,” the girl was saying. “It looks so beautifully modern—I’m sure I’d adore it!”

			“You should see the swimming-pool. It’s so modern that it’s shaped like a kidney bean, and there’s many an old-fashioned guest been drowned trying to find the shallow end, before they’d caught on that the modern idea was to put the shallow end in the middle. Like a squint? We can get some coffee by the pool.”

			“Oh, I’ve so much to do, I’m afraid I can’t . . .”

			But she quickly decided, of course, that she could after all come just for a moment—just for a glimpse of the pool that he had made sound so irresistible. And putting on the dark glasses again, she cast anxious glances up and down the road to make sure she was not seen going into the hotel; and as they walked up the drive she kept up a stream of compulsive nervous chatter, scraping words together like pebbles to fill up a hole.

			“I can’t get over—I mean, running into you like that . . . Oh, your walking-stick! I simply adore it! It’s so typical!” 

			God, I was out of my mind to stop and talk to her, Birkett thought. I should have left her to her Kashmir boxes and gone past like a scalded cat. Well, the harm’s done now. But only one quick cup of coffee, young lady—and then out you go on the end of my boot.
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			“That girl is beautiful. It is a pity she has spoilt herself by lying in the sun. She must have such a beautiful fair skin, but look how it is all dark and spoilt!”

			Lakshmi watched the bronzed Nordic girl with the corn­flower blue eyes and long flaxen hair dive from the springboard into the electric-blue water and swim side-stroke across the pool, the hair streaming behind her.

			“I can’t understand European girls,” she chattered on. “If I had a beautiful skin I would never go out in the sun . . . You know what I’d simply adore? A cigarette!”

			Birkett silently offered his case and then his lighter. She held the cigarette an inch or two from her mouth as she applied it to the flame, then glanced anxiously at the tip that was blackened but not alight. Birkett continued to hold the flame in silence. She tried again with the cigarette tentatively between her lips. She gave the tip another anxious glance and saw with relief that it was aglow. She drew in a little smoke, hastily blew it out again. She returned her attention to the flaxen-haired Nordic goddess in the pool.

			“I’m sure she has heaps of lovers—she’s probably even naughtier than me. Oh dear, now I’ve given myself away! But I don’t care. I think it’s so boring to be proper, don’t you? I’m not ashamed to admit I’ve had lovers . . .”

			At last Lakshmi dried up. There was an awkward silence as she cast round for a new topic.

			“All right, now come off it,” Birkett said suddenly. “What’s the game?”

			He had seemed scarcely aware of her existence until this moment; now all at once she found herself fixed by the steady ice-blue eyes. They impaled her like skewers.

			“Game?”

			“The big sophistication act—what’s the idea?”

			She shook her head in confusion. “I don’t know what you mean.”

			“You’ve never stopped acting since the minute I met you in the bar,” Birkett continued bluntly. The bluntness was partly natural and partly cultivated, for he had long ago perceived the advantages—especially in regard to the peculiar requirements of his life—of this north-country characteristic in himself, and deliberately developed it. Sometimes people found him boorish, but none questioned the absolute integrity that it conveyed: it was unthinkable that this plain-speaking soldier could be practising deception, hiding any cards up his sleeve. “And you’re the worst actress I’ve ever seen in my life.”

			She protested feebly that she had not been acting.

			“No? All right, tell me straight. How many lovers have you had since you were married?”

			“Really, what a tactless question!” She tried to laugh it off archly. “I refuse to answer!” 

			“I’ll answer for you if you like.”

			“How many do you think?”

			“None.”

			Her last defences crumbled. She was speechless.

			“And none before you were married. In fact, I’ll bet you’ve never been to bed with anyone except your husband, and I don’t suppose you enjoyed it much even with him. So what’s it all in aid of?”

			She could only shake her head miserably, and he went on:

			“Well, I’ll give you my idea, and you can tell me if I’m right. I’d say for a start you’ve been married seven or eight years. Arranged marriage, of course. Husband picked for you by your parents. Well, that was all right. You weren’t exactly a pair of love-birds, but you hadn’t expected much anyhow. Then you started reading European novels, seeing European films—nothing but a lot of tripe, but you took it all in deadly earnest and began to think you’d missed out on something. You started fretting and hankering: bursting into tears for no reason at all. You wanted to be swept off your feet by a great love affair like the emancipated girls in the books. No chance of getting into trouble at home, but this trip to Delhi was just what you’d been waiting for. You came with your head full of dreams of romantic adventure. Indian men are inclined to stick to the conventions where married women are concerned, so of course your best bet was a European, and you were so scared of finding yourself back in Lucknow without anything to show for yourself that you were prepared to settle for a chap like me. And just in case I didn’t take the hint and mistook you for a conventional Indian wife, you put on the sophistication act to show me you were up to all the tricks; though thank God you stopped short at inhaling that cigarette, or I’d have seen you carried off on a stretcher. You were trying to act just like those emancipated heroines in the novels—and succeeded in looking about as much like them as my Aunt Fanny.”

			Well, that’s one way of getting rid of her, he thought. She’ll have to walk out now to save her pride—because if she doesn’t she’ll be lost.

			He watched with amused detachment to see what she would do. She sat staring at the pool with big brown wounded eyes.

			“Well, it’s your move,” he said. “Aren’t you even going to slap my face?”

			She said flatly, “Why should I? I deserved it.”

			“That never stopped a girl.”

			“I feel so ashamed. I just want to shrivel up and disappear.”

			He felt a mixture of contempt and pity for her because she had not even tried to save her face. It was that Indian submissiveness again. You only had to look as if you were going to hit them and they grovelled at your feet.

			He said, “Well, cheer up and have another cup of coffee. I was going to boot you out ten minutes ago. But I don’t mind you like this.”

			She suddenly noticed the forgotten cigarette in her fingers, and looked round helplessly for somewhere to put it. She stubbed it out gingerly in the ashtray on the table, and then reached for her handbag and took out a little engraved silver box. She opened it and began to prepare some pan. She had been longing for pan ever since they had arrived at the pool but had been afraid that Birkett would think it too “native.” But now she had been so utterly stripped of self-respect that she had nothing more to lose.

			“You make me feel like glass,” she said tonelessly. Her fingers moved deftly, smearing the pan leaf with a thin coating of lime paste, adding some arica nut, a pinch of saffron. “How could you know so much about me? You were right about almost everything—except that I’ve been married longer than seven years. I was married at sixteen. I’m now twenty-seven.”

			“Well, you’re certainly very bonny for such an old married woman.”

			“This is the first time I’ve ever been away alone. My husband only allowed it because the doctor said I needed a change. I couldn’t go to a hotel alone—I had to come here to stay with his relatives. Afterwards I’m going to other relatives in Indore.”

			She folded the pan leaf to make a little packet and put it in her mouth. She began to chew.

			“And it isn’t true that I—well, that I ran after you to have a love affair. I wouldn’t have dared even imagine it. It seemed terribly daring just to meet you like this for a cup of coffee. This is the first time in my life that I’ve been alone with a man outside the family. You’ve no idea how fast and wicked I feel! And how scared I was of coming into the hotel! Indian society is so provincial—there would be a dreadful scandal if I was recognized.’’

			“Yes, I saw that you weren’t just using those dark glasses for the sun.”

			The flaxen-haired goddess with the cornflower blue eyes paused beside the pool, shaking her head to dislodge some water from her ear.

			“I wonder if she’s married?” Lakshmi said.

			“She’s not wearing a wedding-ring,” Birkett said.

			“But you can’t see . . . You mean you’d already noticed? You are extraordinary, you notice everything!” Her jaws moved mechanically as she watched the girl walk off along the pool. She said presently, “I never saw my husband at all before our marriage ceremony. Even then I didn’t see him properly because of my veil. But afterwards, when I took off the veil, I thought him so fine and good-looking and was so terribly happy! I was full of romantic ideas about marriage—oh, you can even feel romantic about a marriage that’s arranged!—and I knew I should love him and make him a good wife. I longed for him to speak, say something tender. But when he spoke, his first words were to tell me that he loved another girl, that he was only marrying me at the will of his parents. That night he went with a prostitute. It wasn’t the fact itself that hurt so much—I’d been frightened of that side of marriage and in some ways felt almost relieved—but the shame of knowing that everybody knew. His family, his friends, our own servants—they all knew that he’d left his new bride on the wedding night and gone to a woman of the town. I know it’s stupid, but in India we care so much about what other people think. I wanted to die . . .”

			Well, I’ve let myself in for it now, Birkett thought. The story of her life, complete and unabridged. Including details of ailments since birth, and Appendix A. relating the true facts about how Auntie Madge met Uncle Joe.

			Her voice went on. It was a low voice with a rather attractive velvety purr, but a sing-song Indian intonation that irritated him. 

			He noted his irritation with paradoxical satisfaction. An item for the catalogue . . . He always made a catalogue of faults of a woman who physically attracted him. It provided a safe­ guard against the danger of becoming too deeply involved.

			He noticed Lakshmi’s jaw working mechanically as she chewed the pan—like a ruddy American woman chewing gum. Yes, another item for the catalogue, that pan.

			The girl went on: “He plays polo in the morning and gets drunk in the afternoon. And in the evening—well, you can guess! It’s not even as though he can afford it, but his parents encourage him because debauchery is the privilege of their class. Only sons of good families can spend their lives riding horses and drinking with dancing girls. Only the sons of zamindars.”

			“Oh, they belong to that lot, eh?” The zamindars were the petty raja landowners who for generations had lived in idle luxury on the rents extorted from their tenants, until the recent Zamindary Bill had deprived them of much of their wealth and power.

			“Yes, I remember you wrote about the zamindars in your book,” Lakshmi said. “It was one of the bones I wanted to pick with you. You sounded almost as if you were on their side and didn’t approve of the new reforms.”

			Birkett said, “That was because it looked too much like the thin end of the Russian wedge for my liking. It reminded me of that old cut-throat Stalin’s efforts at land reform—regular blood bath, remember? Enough kulaks massacred to fertilise a real bumper crop in the Ukraine—but there was no crop at all, only famine and starvation and general muck-up And I could see the same thing happening in India. But it didn’t. I was wrong—it was nothing like Communism. In fact I’m not sure now that it went far enough. They’ve still got too much money, those zamindars, many of them.”

			“Not enough to go on living in the same way as before,’’ Lakshmi said. “That is what happened to my husband’s family. It was only my dowry that saved them.”

			“So you were given away with a nice bit of brass, eh?”

			“Brass?”

			“Money. Brass we call it in Lancashire. Your father had plenty, did he?”

			She explained that her father was a building contractor and his firm had branches all over India. Her grandfather, who had founded the firm, had started as a labourer in an English warehouse on the Hooghly River. He had been born in the Calcutta slums. “So you see we are not ‘good family,’ and my husband’s parents would never have chosen me for their son except to save themselves from ruin. It was a great triumph for my father. He had never been accepted by zamindar society: that was one thing that all his money had never bought him. But now it had bought acceptance for his daughter. Or so he thought, for really his fortune was thrown away. Because I’ve never been accepted . . . But in India you marry for life. And you learn to bear your sufferings in silence.”

			Birkett was listening with only half an ear. He seemed to have heard it all before, for India—despite all the sex in the Hindu religion, all those religious friezes showing you how to do what, and how, and to whom—was full of frustrated wives. The trouble was not so much the system of arranged marriages as the high walls of convention with which the Indian woman was surrounded. Confined to her domestic prison, she had too few distractions for her mind, too much time to brood on her own frustrated soul.

			The girl was saying, “I was disappointed at first—I’d always wanted a boy. But soon I was just doting on Kusum, living for her; Wait, I’ve got a picture, though it’s not very good—you can’t see her lovely fair skin.” She rummaged in her handbag, “I was so proud once, somebody told me, ‘Why, Kusum’s so fair, she could be a little Italian girl!’ ”

			“What’s wrong with being Indian?”

			“Oh, nothing. But a fair complexion is so beautiful! So aristocratic! Look, there she is . . . Oh, isn’t she pretty! You know Kusum means a flower? I know I shouldn’t say it myself but don’t you think she is like a lovely flower?”

			Birkett looked at the snapshot of the girl posing stiffly on some verandah steps. She struck him as remarkably plain. “Yes, very bonny.” He handed it back. “How old is she now?”

			“Kusum? Now?” Her face clouded. “You mean how old would she have been?”

			Evidently the child was dead—that must have been one of the bits he had missed. “I mean how old was she when—er—?’’

			“When we lost her? Just five. It was soon after her fifth birthday that the epidemic broke out . . . Nothing has really mattered since I lost my little Kusum.’’

			She fell silent. Her huge dark yearning eyes absently followed the flaxen-haired girl as she scaled the ladder to the high-diving board. She said, “I wonder if she really has lovers?”

			“She could count me out.”

			The girl dived, moved like a quivering shadow through the water, and emerged with the grace and ease of a naiad.

			“Don’t you find her attractive?” Lakshmi said.

			“No, too emancipated—she’s lost half her feminity. You can’t behave like a man and be a real woman at the same time. It’s one or the other.” The girl in the pool swept the long wet strands of flaxen hair from her face, arranged it to trail decoratively, and swam across the pool—effortless, exhibitionistic, completely self-sure. He said, “No, not my type. Not that Valkyrie type.”

			“What is your ‘type’?”

			“You—you’re my type.”

			“Me?” She stared at him in disbelief. There had been no design in her question. All her dreams and pretensions had been so effectively shattered that she hardly thought of herself any longer as a woman at all—never mind as capable of attracting a man.

			“You’re teasing me, aren’t you?”

			“No, you’re a very bonny girl. Nice and feminine and small, how a girl should be. Only I don’t like to see you chewing pan.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry, how awful!” She turned her face away guiltily, hiding her mouth with her hand, and swallowed the pan that remained.

			“You’ll spoil your teeth if you’re not careful. You don’t want to look like that old harridan selling the Kashmir boxes, do you?”

			“I don’t use tobacco—that is what stains.”

			“Never mind, I’d forbid you to touch the stuff if I had anything to do with you—not that that’s likely.” His eyes impaled her again. “Though I wouldn’t mind having something to do with you at all.”

			She said uneasily, “I hope we can meet again. I’ve enjoyed talking so much.”

			“Don’t fool yourself. If we met again it wouldn’t be to talk.”

			She was silent under his ice-blue gaze.

			“And in case you’re still thinking you’d fancy a little flutter,” he went on bluntly, “I’ll tell you straight—it would suit me very nicely, but I wouldn’t give you what you’re after. It’s the romantic trappings you want—the secret looks, the touching of knees under the table, the lovers’ talk. But I’ve grown out of all that lovey-dovey stuff. I don’t give a hoot for girls now, except for going to bed—and that means no more to me than a good meal or a glass of beer. So now you know the score. You’d get no fancy words from me, only a roll in the hay—though so far as that goes you might go farther and fare worse. So what about it? Like to come upstairs?”

			Despite the irony in his tone she knew that his words were not wholly in jest, and she felt their bluntness and crudity almost like a physical assault. And yet whilst part of herself was repulsed, the other half was simultaneously drawn by something about him she could still not define.

			She said wonderingly, “You are extraordinary . . . So extraordinary. I thought I knew what you were like—so typical English army. But you are not at all. What are you really like?”

			He smiled quickly. “A cheetah.”

			“A cheetah—why?”

			“Never mind, skip it.”

			“Please tell me what you meant.”

			“Once came across a cheetah in Africa—sitting by itself under a fever tree on the Serengeti. Struck me it was a lone sort of chappie like me, that’s all.”

			She shook her head in bewilderment. “I still don’t understand.’’

			You’re doing your best though, he thought. And I’m not sure that you’re not brighter than I’ve been giving you credit for—and that it’s not time to pack up.

			He glanced at his watch. “By Jove, if I’m to get a spot of work done before lunch . . .”

			She said reluctantly, “Yes, I must go.”

			“Don’t want to rush you. Like a taxi?”

			He accompanied her across the lawn. He felt her dragging reluctance to reach the hotel, arrive at the moment of parting. She was longing for him to propose another meeting. But now his thoughts had returned to his meeting this afternoon with Gupta; he was making no commitments before he found out the form. 

			They reached the front entrance. The magnificent Sikh commissionaire, autocratic as a maharajah and as splendidly outfitted, gave a commanding blast on his whistle. An old eight horse-power taxi hurried anxiously up the drive.

			“I’ve enjoyed it so much. If only we’d had longer,” the girl said, fishing.

			Birkett did not bite. “Well, chin up,” he said in cheerful dismissal.

			The Sikh held open the taxi door. Suddenly she gave way to the impulse she had been resisting. “I know you’re awfully busy, but I suppose there’s no chance . . . ?”

			“Plans still uncertain—but bound to run into you at the Club if I’m around.”

			Her face collapsed in misery. She gathered up her sari and got into the car, and he caught a last glimpse through the window of her pale little face, finger-tips touching under the delicate pointed chin, as she was carried away; and she looked so forlorn that he wondered momentarily if he might not have indulged her. Besides, if the meeting with Gupta turned out to be another let-down, he might have been glad of some distraction this evening.

			Still, you could bet your life he hadn’t seen the last of her. If he knew anything about women, she’d soon find some excuse to turn up on his doorstep again, call him on the phone. He’d give her a couple of days at the outside.

			Then he remembered how she had sat tight at the swimming-pool when she ought to have walked out.

			No, she wouldn’t need a couple of days—not a girl as handy as that at sinking her pride. She’d be much quicker off the mark. He’d be surprised if that phone didn’t ring within twenty-four hours.
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			It rang within four hours—at exactly five minutes past four as he was about to leave the room for the meeting with Gupta. He laid down his walking-stick again and picked up the receiver. “Birkett here.”

			“This is Lakshmi . . . Lakshmi Kapoor.” Her quavering voice betrayed how great an ordeal it had been for her to make this call. “I just wanted to say how grateful . . .”

			“Sorry, just going out. Can’t natter now. Come for dinner, if you like.”

			Joy overwhelmed her. “Oh, I’d adore . . . !”

			“Right, eight o’clock down in the hall. Now excuse me. Must skip. ’Bye.”

			He hung up. He took the walking-stick and left the room. He went down the corridor to the lift. He felt the beginnings of exhilaration. He was on the job again. The cheetah was strolling out from under the tree: he was off on a new prowl. 
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