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      Chapter One

    


    Perdita Whitney was twenty-six when she went out to India to die. As she waited for her ship to sail, she had no doubt of the ultimate outcome of her voyage, but no resentment either. For as long as she could remember, she had felt herself to be a burden on her uncle and aunt, and now that there was no reason for her to live in their house, India seemed to offer her a chance to tidy herself out of their way for ever.


    During the last months of her mother’s illness, Perdita had often sat looking down at that grey, pain-racked face, longing for her mother’s sufferings to end, but terrified of the exile her death would bring. Perdita knew that there would be no place for her at the Rectory when her mother no longer needed nursing; but there was nothing else she could do and, she believed, nowhere else she could go. She had no means, no acquaintances, no friends.


    It was not until two days after the funeral that her aunt told her that she was to be sent out to India to live with her father. At first the idea shocked and frightened her, but during the six weeks it had taken to get her a berth on a suitable ship, she had had time to think it over and realize that it offered a sensible solution.


    Knowing that it was the Indian climate that had killed her three siblings in their infancy and broken her mother’s health, Perdita did not once consider that she might survive it, however many other people managed to spend their lives out there. Her unknown father’s continuing survival she put down in part to the fact that he was a man and in part to the well-known strength of the wicked. Although no one had ever actually described his crime, she had grown up with the knowledge that he had done something shocking to her mother.


    More than once during her childhood, Perdita had wondered whether her own wickedness could have had something to do with him; for the very bleakness of her life had convinced her that she must once have done something dreadfully wrong. But the only time she had ever tried to ask her mother about it, Diana Whitney had silenced her by saying, ‘You hurt me very much by speaking of your father; he was not a good man like your uncle.’ Nothing must be done to hurt her mother, and so Perdita had never asked again, turning elsewhere for enlightenment. She believed that she had found it when one of the kitchenmaids had told her that the convulsions from which she occasionally suffered were a mark of the devil’s possession. Relieved at least to have the answer, Perdita had gone to her uncle for help.


    Shocked out of his habitual self-absorption by his eight-year-old niece’s terrified shame, the Rector had soon disabused her of the idea and had decided that he must do something to protect her against such ignorant superstition. He had taken her education on himself and had taught her the classical languages that had formed the basis of his own schooling; together they had read the military and political history of the ancient world, and as she progressed they had tackled the philosophers and some carefully censored poetry. It had often struck her uncle that she displayed great quickness of mind as well as considerable application, but when she was a child it had never occurred to him to tell her so, and later, when he found it so hard to keep his hands from her slender body, he was concerned only to hide the admiration he felt for her. She, knowing nothing of his real feelings and hating the way he touched her, assumed that he shared his wife’s quite different assessment of her brains and character.


    Standing on the deck of the great East Indiaman, looking down at the busy Southampton dockside, Perdita was aware of a new sadness. She felt no anger at her sentence of exile, just as she had felt none at the treatment she had suffered in Norfolk, but she did wish that her aunt had been able to show some signs of regret at their parting, if only to counteract the effect of the Rector’s frighteningly passionate farewell. But Mrs Wallier had left the ship almost at once, saying only:


    ‘Well, Perdita, behave yourself and take care not to trouble Mrs Flaxman. It is very good of her to have agreed to act as your chaperon; don’t make her regret her kindness.’


    Perdita shivered a little and pulled her black shawl tighter round her shoulders against the April wind. As she and Mrs Flaxman watched the other passengers board the ship she was dreading the moment when she would have to meet the girl who was to share her cabin. It had been a shock even to discover that she would not have it to herself; but when she had been told that her companion was to be the Lady Juliana Blagdon, who was travelling out to India with her mother, the Countess of Beaminster, Perdita had been appalled.


    It was obvious that they would have nothing to say to one another, for Perdita’s only experience had been of household tasks and charitable duties around the parish, while Lady Juliana’s must have been very different. Perdita might know all there was to know about the ancient empires of Greece and Rome, and more than a little about the Romantic poets, but she had no conversation. Once she had grown up and her uncle had begun to frighten her with his strokings and fumbling, the only beings with whom she had ever been able to feel at ease were the birds and animals she had watched in the countryside around Fakenham, and she did not think that Lady Juliana would be at all impressed with accounts of the nesting habits of the house-martin or the appearance of the first cuckoo each spring.


    There were few young ladies boarding the ship, but even if there had been dozens, Perdita would have had no difficulty in picking out Lady Beaminster and her daughter when they eventually came. Not only were they accompanied by obviously superior servants, but by their carriage and dress alone they proclaimed themselves apart from all the other passengers. Perdita tried not to stare, but for one agonizingly embarrassing moment she caught the elder lady’s eye, and read unutterable disdain in it.


    Her ladyship, who had been wondering whether the benefits of taking her daughter away from the unsuitable man who had caught her attention might not be outweighed by the disadvantages of introducing her into a place like India, which was apparently filled with the kind of people you might expect to meet in the company of your housekeeper, was surprised to find herself being inspected by a gawky young woman dressed in ill-fitting mourning clothes. Accustomed to sizing up the people she met, Lady Beaminster noticed that the younger woman’s face was of a good oval shape, and that her eyes, which were quite well spaced and large, were of a pleasing deep blue, but her pale brown hair was impossibly badly arranged and her long hands were ungloved and roughened as though they were accustomed to laundry water. Lady Beaminster raised an eyebrow, and the young woman blushed and turned to her companion with some remark. Her voice surprised Lady Beaminster, for it was low and well articulated, almost cultivated.


    Trying to prolong the conversation with Mrs Flaxman so that she would not have to face Lady Beaminster again, Perdita was struck by a sudden, wholly unexpected pang of homesickness for the Rectory. It was one emotion she had never thought to feel and did not know how to deal with. Fortunately a string of shouted orders and the sound of running feet distracted her, and she turned to see barefooted men clambering up the rigging towards the long bundles of furled sails. Other men were hauling at ropes, and Perdita could hear the clanking of a great chain.


    ‘That’s the anchor, Miss Whitney,’ said her chaperon. ‘We shall be off directly. Come along to your cabin.’


    Perdita looked back for a moment, to see a gradually widening strip of scummy water appear between the ship and the harbour’s edge. Whatever was to happen had begun. There was no going back.


    In the early days of the journey the two young women looked askance at each other, and hardly spoke, but quite soon the absurdity of behaving as strangers when sharing a cabin twelve foot by ten for a voyage that might last up to five months occurred to them both. And after Juliana Blagdon had helped to nurse Perdita through a bad bout of seasickness, they became almost easy with each other, in spite of the vast differences between them. Once past the bay, Juliana fell prone to boredom and envied Perdita her rapt enjoyment of the sea.


    Perdita would stand in the stern, feeling a sensation of escape that grew daily stronger and more intoxicating as the East Indiaman plunged southwards into the sunlight. She buried the memories of Fakenham Rectory and the growing unpleasantness with her uncle in the glorious sight of the ship’s great sails bellying outwards with the wind, and the green-blue water churning into creamy foam under her oak planks. Perdita could spend hours watching the rise and fall of the water and listening to the sounds around her. She knew that she was making herself conspicuous by her vigil at the rails while the other ladies worked at their embroidery in the shade of awnings, gossiping and flirting with the men who sketched or lounged around talking, but she could not care. Whenever she tried to talk to any of them she was snubbed, and there was so much to see and enjoy around the ship.


    When the weather was bad she turned to books. Juliana had lent poor Miss Whitney her illicit copy of Jane Eyre, the only novel Perdita had ever read. At first she had devoured it, astonished to recognize so much of her own situation in that of the tormented child, but with the advent of the terrible Mr Rochester her sympathies dwindled and she found herself shocked that any woman could have had anything to do with so monstrous a man. But, remembering the shame and fear that her uncle’s kisses had aroused in her, she found herself thinking that all men must be monstrous in one way or another.


    It was unfortunate that very soon after she had returned the book to its owner she was to find corroborating evidence of that thought. There was a long calm and the great ship hardly moved for eleven days, reminding Perdita of ‘the painted ship upon a painted ocean’. On one of the calm days some of the gentlemen on board had a jolly boat lowered so that they could indulge in their favourite amusement.


    Perdita watched, puzzled, as they emerged from their cabins below deck with guns over their arms. Laughing, calling friendly insults to one another, they handed their weapons down to the boatmen and clambered after them. She saw the jolly boat pulled away from the ship and waited with Juliana to see what they would do.


    To Perdita’s horror, she saw one after another of them stand up, bracing himself against the rocking of the boat, take aim at the birds that had followed the ship so trustingly, and fire. She could find no admiration for the accuracy of their shooting and looked round distressed as she heard approving comments on their marksmanship from some of the other spectators. At intervals, the sportsmen would sit back while the boatmen rowed round to collect the corpses that floated on the dark-green surface of the sea.


    By the time the men had exhausted their desire for sport and even the poorest shots had bagged enough birds, they had the boat returned to the Jupiter, and unloaded on to the deck a slimy heap of wet, flaccid bodies: thirty pintados, two gannets, no less than seven immense albatross, and a Cape hen. But the real horror was to follow. As Perdita stood in a corner with Juliana, trying to avoid the sight, the officers and gentlemen followed their bag up on to the deck, bringing with them a wounded Cape hen as a curiosity. It was a large black bird, one of whose wings had been broken by a stray bullet. To Perdita’s eye it was clearly in great pain and fear, furiously pecking at the strong, cruel hands that held it pinioned, and wrenching forward as though to slash the legs of the spectators who circled round, screaming at them. One of the Lancer officers on deck had a small noisy terrier, which was frenziedly yapping at the bird. Lieutenant Smytham raised his voice over the cacophony to call to the dog’s owner:


    ‘Let’s fight them.’


    Cries of ‘Good idea!’, ‘Start them off’, and ‘Lay you a pony’ followed from all sides. Smytham watched avidly as the bird was released to turn on its tormentors. The dog leaped towards it and bit deep into the wounded wing. The bird brought its sharp beak furiously down into the small dog’s fleshy side, and Perdita was revolted to see bright blood welling up out of each creature on the white scrubbed planks. She whispered:


    ‘How can they be so cruel?’ half to herself, half to Juliana, who answered:


    ‘It is horrible. Let’s go away.’ But somehow they could not. On every face around them they saw fascination, and one young lady near them breathed, ‘Isn’t it exciting?’ as her little, pale pink tongue flickered out to moisten lips grown suddenly dry.


    The dog won in the end, tearing out the throat of the wounded bird, but not before it had ripped into the victor’s flesh with its sharp beak and claws. Perdita turned, sickened, to go down to the cabin, and Juliana followed almost equally upset. She burst out as the door swung to behind her:


    ‘That was vile. How could they do such a thing?’


    Perdita answered slowly:


    ‘I can’t imagine. And if they do that to animals who have done them no harm, what will they do to their enemies? It is barbaric. But perhaps all men are like that. It may be that they cannot help behaving cruelly.’


    ‘Oh, Miss Whitney, not all men. I … I …’ She looked hesitantly at Perdita’s gentle face and finally poured out her story, telling her first sympathetic listener of Andrew Sarum, the young scientist whose love for her had led to her exile from home. He was a man whose preoccupations were as far removed from those of the men of the Jupiter as possible. ‘And my elder brother, Augustus, too, is more interested in botany than hunting and killing. That is one reason, I think, why Mama does not like him very much. I suppose,’ she added thoughtfully, ‘that Marcus must be very different. Mama loves him best, you see, although he has been in India for years now; and Lieutenant Smytham told me only last week that he had met my brother before his furlough and that Marcus is a “fine fellow” and very brave. I expect that means he likes killing, don’t you?’


    Perdita could only agree and feel thankful that she was unlikely ever to meet him. As the days passed she and Juliana became more at home with one another, swapping stories of their lives. Perdita tried to imagine a childhood of dancing masters, governesses, servants and wealth in a palace-like house in the round green hills of Dorset, and could hardly believe Juliana’s careless references to the Prime Minister and other statesmen who had been part of it.


    In her turn, Juliana listened amazed to Perdita’s halting descriptions of life in Fakenham. Once she said doubtfully:


    ‘You mean that you never saw anyone except your mother and her relatives? Oh, well, servants – I don’t count them. How did you bear it?’


    She seemed to find Perdita’s story fascinating and asked innumerable questions about the Rectory, wondering privately what it could be like to be part of a world where you lived like a servant and had no prospect of ever changing your situation. She could not really conceive of anything so far out of her own experience, but at least the effort made her own troubles shrink in contrast to those her companion had endured for so long.


    One afternoon as the two young women lay sweltering on their beds and the great ship approached the line, Juliana said:


    ‘It is like a book. You have had this terrible life, cold, uncomfortable, bullied by your aunt, and now you are off to India where I expect everything will come right and you will meet a wonderful man who will marry you and make you happy ever after.’


    Perdita shuddered a little at the thought of the few men she knew anything about: either they were cruel and bloodthirsty like Lieutenant Smytham or Mr Rochester, or they were like her uncle. The memory of the things he had done to her, and the misery and disgust she had felt, nauseated her. But Juliana was watching her and she had to say something before the girl guessed what was the matter. Making herself smile a little, Perdita said:


    ‘I am twenty-six, Juliana. The time for any such thing is long passed and even if Jane Eyre fell in love and married, it won’t happen to me.’


    ‘I don’t see why not. You are very pretty, even if you are twenty-six, and as soon as you come out of those dreadful black clothes, all these horrid men will see it. Even now Lieutenant Smytham looks at you sometimes like that. Haven’t you noticed?’


    Perdita, who had noticed only the look of contemptuous pity on the young man’s arrogant face, answered:


    ‘Juliana, I am sure your mother would not like you to discuss such a subject, and it is very wrong to tell lies, even out of a desire to be kind. Lieutenant Smytham looks at me as if he despises me, as I am sure he does.’


    ‘You sound just like a governess I once had. But I won’t say any more, I promise. Oh, it’s so hot: I can hardly breathe. If it were not for the shower bath, I should expire.’


    Lady Beaminster had at first looked on the growing friendship between her daughter and the odd young woman who shared her cabin with some disfavour; but there was very little she could do to prevent it. Nevertheless, she made several searching enquiries into Miss Whitney’s antecedents and in the end she was satisfied: even if she was sadly lacking in graces, she was perfectly respectable, had been decently brought up by a clergyman and his wife, and was distantly related to a family Lady Beaminster had once heard of. What was more, Juliana seemed prepared to accept some of Miss Whitney’s gentle suggestions for calmer behaviour and the proper direction of one’s thoughts, and for that Lady Beaminster was deeply grateful.


    Perdita herself, once she had discovered that Juliana shared her disgust at the killing and torturing of the birds, began to shed some of her reserve and talked to Juliana more and more like the sister she had never had. She could not bring herself to talk of the things her uncle had said and done, but she did confess to the sense of awful foreboding she had had ever since the first albatross had been shot at the beginning of the calm. Juliana, who had never read ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’and who had no particular objection to the shooting of defenceless birds for sport, tried to laugh her friend out of her fear and once the calm broke said gaily:


    ‘You see, your poet was wrong. Nothing happened after the death of that albatross. Cheer up, Perdita.’ And Perdita had tried to shake off the sense of doom, telling herself that perhaps Mrs Flaxman was right and that she had indeed allowed herself to be too much influenced by what she read. But her attempts at self-regulation seemed doomed when, on one enormously hot afternoon while she was watching the sun flash off the waves, she felt the frightening hot and cold prelude to one of her convulsions. Gripping the rail, she closed her eyes in concentration as she tried to keep the horrible force at bay. But as always it was stronger than she. Just at the moment when she thought she was winning – as it tricked her by pretending to recede – she relaxed and it got her.


    She was aware of nothing more until she opened her eyes to see Mrs Flaxman’s face, angry and embarrassed, close to her own. She said shakily:


    ‘Oh, I am so sorry. Did I … I mean, have I had a fit?’


    ‘Hush, Miss Whitney. Not so loud. When Lady Juliana came running to me I told everyone that you had fainted from the heat. I think they believed me, but you must not tell anyone anything different. Will you promise me that, at least?’


    To Perdita, who felt rather as though she was floating peacefully through warm space despite the pain in her head and in her bitten tongue, Mrs Flaxman’s anxiety seemed absurd. But all her fears and anger had been dissolved for the moment into the peaceful warmth and so she only smiled and nodded. Then her eyes slid sideways and focused on Juliana.


    ‘I am sorry, Juliana. You must have been very frightened. I know it is horrible to watch.’


    The girl, who had been extremely frightened by what she had seen and heard, particularly as Perdita had begun to come round, said:


    ‘Yes; I was afraid. But you are better now. Do you feel strong enough to come below? I think you should get out of the sun and down to the cabin before any people come along here.’


    ‘Very well,’ said Perdita and pushed herself up off the deck. She staggered a little as she worked out how to balance herself again, but Juliana was there to give her an arm. Mrs Flaxman was relieved to see that she would not have to go with them, but she did remind Juliana of her promise to say nothing to anyone of what she called ‘the unfortunate incident’.


    Perdita kept to her bed for a week, during which a looming storm passed away: the great dark clouds that had been threatening the ship for days disappeared during one night, and the sinister greenish tinge to the sky vanished into a clear bright blue. The wind, which had been tossing the ship around in a most unpleasant, nearly violent, motion seemed to control itself and blew them strongly towards their destination. The sporting gentlemen were confined to the deck and with their guns stowed for the moment they seemed to revert to humanity. They took up their sketch pads again, and their writing tablets. When Perdita at last emerged from her cabin she was astonished to see Lieutenant Smytham himself sitting in the stern sketching with some delicacy the very species he had been slaughtering so little time before.


    Happily for Perdita there were no more calms and no further instances of cruelty, so that all she had to contend with during the last two months of the voyage was boredom and loneliness. When they were alone together, Juliana was happy to confide in her and listen to her, but in company she would smile at anyone, and when there was dancing on the deck by moonlight, Juliana was always surrounded by gentlemen clamouring for a turn with her. Perdita, considering it very strange that Lady Beaminster was prepared to allow her young daughter to dance in such circumstances, even under her strict gaze, would walk off into some dim corner so that she did not have to feel conspicuous in her partnerless state.


    It was hidden in one such shadowed place that she overheard a group of Lancers, who had walked apart to enjoy their cigars.


    One, whose voice she did not recognize, said, ‘Poor old Whitney’s going to have quite a time of it with that woman in his house.’


    ‘Is that a brother? What does he do? Not army, surely?’


    ‘No. Her father: I’ve never quite been able to work out what he does. He certainly has some connection with the Company, but I suspect he is also in business on his own account – bit of a nabob, you know. And he lives rather a, well, sybaritic life.’


    Perdita was interested and would have liked to have come out of hiding to question the speaker, but she was too embarrassed.


    ‘Not the man to be landed with a bluestocking spin of a daughter then.’


    ‘No, indeed, but I don’t suppose she will be with him all that long.’


    ‘What? You don’t think she’ll be married off, do you? Wouldn’t fancy it myself, even if he is a nabob. All those books – and that morality!’


    ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ came another voice, which Perdita thought she recognized as Lieutenant Smytham’s, ‘she’s got a sweet face when she smiles. And a damn fine ankle too.’ A burst of laughter followed, bringing a painful blush to Perdita’s pale cheeks.


    ‘You shockin’rake. When did you see that?’


    ‘Oh, one day when she was worked up about something and pacing up and down the deck, her skirts went swishing about and I got a clear view.’


    ‘Look out, old boy, here comes the major.’


    Perdita waited in her corner, almost too humiliated to breathe. She tried to forget the terms in which Lieutenant Smytham had described her body in concentrating on the small particles of information she could add to the picture of her father. If he were a sybarite and a bit of a nabob, he could not possibly be the careworn, fever-ridden lonely administrator into whose life she could bring some comfort, which she had lately been imagining. Now she substituted for that comforting figure a rotund, yellow-complexioned merchant with snuff stains on his cheeks, who would despise her and make fun of her to his cronies, much as the Lancers had done.


    By the time the ship reached the Bengal coast, she was in a pitiable state of nervous distress, which even Juliana could not penetrate. They had been at sea for 135 days, and Perdita had been surrounded by strangers who seemed to despise her and whose preoccupations horrified her; she knew no one in India; Juliana and Lady Beaminster, the only people who had been remotely congenial to her, were due to travel up the country as soon as they landed, to stay with Juliana’s brother, and Perdita was terrified of discovering that she could not like her father nor he her. She almost reached the stage of wishing she was a paid companion or governess in rainy East Anglia. But when she found herself thinking such thoughts, she would take herself to task and walk slowly round the deck looking out over the sea and trying to recapture the sense of freedom she had felt when they first sailed.


    On the morning they reached the Diamond Harbour the sea was as flat and gleaming as a newly polished silver salver; the pale lavender sky overhead was mistily pearled with heat; and from the direction of the flat, tawny shore drifted a most peculiar smell, not exactly unpleasant, Perdita decided, but definitely strange. She watched two small steam-powered boats come bustling across the shining sea towards the motionless East Indiaman, trying to rehearse words she could say to her father: words to placate him, to assure him that she meant to be no trouble, that if he did not like her she would of course go straight back to England. But even as she said them over in her mind she knew that they were not right. Then another thought struck her: what if he were not at the harbour to meet her? How would she find her way to his house in that town with the strange name? She had very little money and no knowledge of Hindustani. What if she were lost in this place full of wild beasts and savages …? The rising panic was mercifully checked by one of the ship’s officers, who saluted her and handed her a letter.


    ‘The pilot’s boat brought letters aboard, ma’am.’


    ‘Thank you,’ she said, taking it with slightly damp fingers. As soon as he had gone, she broke the seal and spread out the folded sheet to read:


    

      My dear Perdita,


      Welcome home. They tell me that passengers won’t be disembarked until two o’clock this afternoon, and so I shall have to curb my impatience to see my long-lost daughter.


      This last year must have been very sad for you, Perdita, but now that we are together we shall start again and rebuild a happy life.


      Your devoted father,


    


    

      Edward Whitney


    


    As she went down to her cabin to finish packing, she passed Lieutenant Smytham, who was pleased to have confirmation of his estimate of her looks. When she smiled she did indeed have a very sweet face. He touched his cap and said something civil, and was amused to see her blush pinkly and hear her say breathlessly:


    ‘Thank you, Lieutenant Smytham, yes indeed it is a lovely day.’ And then she added in a rush, ‘I did not think I could ever be so happy.’


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Edward Whitney turned out to be quite different, not only from her uncle and the men she had met on the Jupiter, but also from the harassed, ill, lonely administrator and the gross nabob of her terrified imaginings. Instead he was a tall, loose-limbed man with an expressive face, eyes as blue as her own, and a kindness that led him to make her life as easy as he possibly could. His first words when they met at the Diamond Harbour were: ‘I had been expecting a little dark creature like your mother, not a golden beauty! My dear Perdita, I am so very happy to see you at last.’


    He took her to an enormous, white-pillared house, where they were to stay until January, while she became acclimatized to some of the odder aspects of life in India and he sorted out his business affairs. As they climbed the broad gracious steps to the front door she whispered: ‘But Papa, this isn’t your house, is it?’


    He laughed and said: ‘No, I sold my Calcutta house when I moved up country, but I am sure you will be comfortable with Macdonald and his wife. They’re a friendly pair.’


    So it proved. They all three appeared not to notice her faux pas, or her continual clumsiness, and when she conscientiously apologized for quoting something she had read, Mrs Macdonald said warmly:


    ‘My dear Miss Whitney, please do not apologize. All I have to do here is ride out on our one watered road in the evening, and write letters home or read. I am delighted to hear about Mr Coleridge’s poem, which has not come my way. Please tell me some more of it.’


    She took Perdita to visit the Miss Edens at Government House and frequently bemoaned the fact that Perdita’s mourning made her ineligible to attend the dinners and balls that the Governor General and his sisters held there for Calcutta society. Perdita, however, was relieved. There were so many things she had to come to terms with that the idea of formal entertainments was a daunting one. Instead, she dined with her father and the Macdonalds, when they were not being entertained elsewhere, and the occasional guest who was received en famille in the vast, richly furnished rooms.


    The heat was a trial to Perdita at first, and she suffered all the small agonies of prickly heat and insect bites. She discovered that the English considered that no one was properly healthy who did not suffer prickly heat, but she found that hard to believe; she learned to lie in her room with the blinds closed and the punkah going all through the day, too hot even to read or write, until it was cool enough to get up and drive out on the road that was kept watered to lay the otherwise choking dust. She learned, too, to call luncheon ‘tiffin’and gradually absorbed all the slang and the Indian words that made up the private language of Anglo-India. She slowly became accustomed to never stirring without at least two servants trailing behind her, and even to the sight of the durzee – a most dignified man with a long beard – mending her underclothes in public on the verandah.


    In many ways, the whole experience of India was disturbing. With the sight of dreadful beggars in all the streets and corpses floating down the river daily, with the endless talk of the burning of widows and other strange native customs, Perdita could feel the closeness of death and corruption – a closeness that was oddly underlined by the comfort of the life she now lived – until her body ceased to seem part of herself as it always had done, but became something outside her, part enemy, part fragile dependant needing care and protection. She found the sensation disorientating.


    But soon even that became familiar, and as she grew accustomed she found herself enjoying the life she led despite the awful poverty and suffering she glimpsed in the town. She began to volunteer remarks to her father and sometimes even to Mr Macdonald. They both seemed to be interested in her point of view, although she could not make them understand her indignation over the plight of the sick and the beggars, and they would ask questions to draw her out. She questioned them, too, intrigued to hear about their business, which appeared to be based on the production and export of opium.


    One evening as they were all four driving out to Garden Reach to visit Sir Charles Metcalfe, she asked Mr Macdonald where all the opium went, puzzled that even a country so large as India could absorb the vast amounts they told her were produced each year.


    ‘China, my dear. It goes to China to pay for the tea we all like to drink.’


    ‘But why do the Chinese want so much?’


    ‘I’m not sure that they do, but we have got them so accustomed to the drug that they cannot support life without it and so we have a market.’


    ‘But surely that is not quite right, Mr Macdonald?’ Perdita said, a little nervously.


    Her father intervened:


    ‘Possibly not, but it is the Chinese’s fault for insisting that the Company pays for tea in bullion. If they would only take manufactures in exchange, we could slow down the opium trade. But their insatiable demand for silver almost ruined England, and the only thing they will pay silver for themselves is opium. Enough.’


    The unusually irritable note in her father’s voice was enough to stop Perdita’s criticism immediately and she sat in silence, blushing furiously and keeping her eyes on the road in front of the carriage.


    Kind Mrs Macdonald hated to see her cowed for a matter so stupid as politics and said:


    ‘I have been thinking that it would be a good idea for you to buy silks and muslins for your new gowns while you are here. There will be little choice in the Hills, and my durzee is very skilled. He can make them up for you and then when you put off your mourning you will have plenty of suitable clothes. What do you say? Shall I send the sirdar to the bazaar tomorrow to bring back a selection of materials?’


    ‘Good idea, Mrs Macdonald,’ said Edward Whitney, relieved that she had successfully turned the subject. ‘You will need plenty, Perdita, and I can think of no one who could help you choose better than Mrs Macdonald.’


    ‘Thank you both, very much,’ said Perdita quietly.


    When the time came to leave the amiable couple, her luggage greatly increased with all the things they had helped her to buy, Perdita was more reluctant than she could have believed possible. But the 800-mile journey north would mean her father’s uninterrupted company for weeks, and that in itself was an attraction that quickly made up for losing the kindness of Mrs Macdonald.


    Perdita soon discovered that Edward Whitney was happy to talk to her on any subject except the production and sale of opium and seemed never to have heard of Mrs Flaxman’s innumerable rules for polite conversation, or Uncle George’s views on what females should think and say. Her father told her anything she asked. They talked of the countryside through which they were travelling with such enervating slowness, of the history of the Company and how the first piratical traders had laid the foundations for the modern army and administration that now controlled the presidencies of Madras, Bengal and Bombay. He brought alive for her all the glitter and strangeness of the native states that he had visited on the Company’s business – and his own – during the years he had spent in India alone while she and her mother protected their health in Norfolk. At times her heart ached when she thought of his terrible isolation. One evening at dinner, when she had gained enough confidence, she said something to him about it. He laughed and said:


    ‘I was not without consolation, my dear.’ Then he stopped laughing and said seriously, ‘She had to go, Perdita. She was always ill and there was your health to consider. She had lost all our other babies, and you were her only hope. She knew she could never have any more children.’


    ‘But I am as strong as a horse, except for my fits,’ she said watching his kind blue eyes smiling at her in the candlelight.


    ‘Then that must have been the good Norfolk air. You were a very sickly baby. And besides, there was nothing for her to do here, no one to visit; very few other white women lived here then, and she was afraid of the natives. She hated it when I had to travel: afraid to come with me to the native states and afraid to stay alone.’


    ‘I can understand her fear,’ pursued Perdita, ‘but I can’t see why she minded the lack of occupation. She did nothing at home that I can remember. Even before she became ill, I mean: a little sewing, some small charities in the village, a little reading – that was all.’


    ‘Did she never go to London, or visit anyone?’


    ‘Oh, no. We could not have afforded that. She and my uncle and aunt used to dine at the manor sometimes, but that was all. It was a very … well, bleak life in Norfolk.’ Perdita was upset to see an angry frown distort Edward’s classic features and rushed to apologize as usual.


    He brushed her words aside and his face relaxed as he said:


    ‘Well, I shall just have to try to make up for all that now that you are here with me. I am sorry that our mourning prevented you from enjoying all that Calcutta could have offered, but that will be over when we get to the Hills and you shall have the girlhood she would not allow you.’


    ‘Could not, Papa; not “would not”‘.


    He looked at her as though he were weighing up a difficult problem before he said:


    ‘No. You should know that it was definitely “would not”. I sent drafts to Child’s Bank with funds enough for you both to live in more comfortable circumstances; it was not much at the beginning, of course, but as my income increased so did the drafts. But she would not accept them.’


    Perdita’s shock must have been mirrored in her pale face, for he continued:


    ‘I am sorry to have to tell you this, but it is better that we are honest. She would not take the money.’


    ‘But why ever not? How could she have lived like that if she did not have to?’


    ‘Because she thought my way of life was shameful and the sources of my income evil.’ He paused for a few moments, waiting for the questions, but Perdita was unable to speak, and so eventually he gave her the explanation.


    ‘My money comes from opium and, like you, she considered it wrong to make money from such a substance.’


    ‘So that was why she would never take any laudanum at the end. Papa, whatever she believed about the trade with China, I am sure she was wrong about that. To suffer so if you do not have to must be wrong.’ Then she smiled, trying to show him that she would not ask anything more, despite her deep conviction that he was wrong to profit from such a business.


    One morning the following March, Perdita woke from a sleep so deep that she felt as though she had been half buried in the yielding softness of her feather bed. As she dragged herself into wakefulness, she stretched languorously and felt a tingle of delight run through her body. She lay wondering a little at her happiness. For so long in England she had woken to cold anxiety and fear, but now India had warmed her, and, as she lay in the silver and yellow silken bed that had once seemed so barbaric, she luxuriated in content.


    It was not just the astounding physical comfort of her new life, the army of servants to attend to her every want, the strange but delectable food, the delight of never feeling cold (it had continually amused her to hear her compatriots in Calcutta speaking of ‘the cold weather’) or the wonderful absence of dizziness and fits; a large part of her happiness was centred in the person of Edward Whitney.


    Soon her ayah would come in with the clothes she would need for her customary morning ride with him, but she had a few more minutes to enjoy her extraordinary sense of ease.


    The room in which she lay was dominated by the bed, and it seemed to be a symbol of everything that had made India such a revelation of delights. Ornately carved, its posts were covered in thinly beaten silver, and it was hung with yellow silk shawls from Cashmere instead of curtains. The dazzling colour was echoed in the window blinds through which the sun was gleaming for once.


    Perdita had been disappointed to discover that Simla was as liable to fogs, rain and snow as Norfolk, but the loveliness of the place soon made up for that, and the generous aromatic fires that were kept burning in all the rooms every day ensured comfort. She pulled the silk quilt up under her chin and allowed herself to dream.


    Almost she could feel herself a beautiful woman in this room. Her glance wandered over the luxuriously embroidered dressing gown that Edward had given her, and the beautiful ivory brushes that lay on a silver table between the windows. The coarse matting on the floor was covered with handsome silky carpets that he had had sent down from Bokhara. Everywhere she looked she saw something strange and lovely; only her sad black English clothes seemed to have any connection with the pathetic creature she had been, or the miserable life she had once led.


    The door opened and in glided her ayah with the intelligence that the burra sahib would expect her in half an hour. At least that is what Perdita thought she said, for the ayah’s English was non-existent and Perdita’s own Hindustani still clumsy, despite the lessons her father had arranged for her. As she sipped the tea the girl had brought, Perdita thought how much simpler life would be if she could only wear a pair of loose comfortable white chintz trousers and knee-length tunic like her ayah’s, instead of the stiff hideous habit and monstrous underclothes she would have to put on. She thought she might even have been graceful if she did not have to walk around encased in whalebone and serge.


    Suddenly shocked at her own immodesty, Perdita put down her tea cup and scrambled up, thinking that perhaps lazing in that bizarre bed was responsible for making her behave like a courtesan. She allowed her ayah to dress her in silence and tried to avoid the sight of herself in the looking glass. When she emerged on to the verandah, she found Edward already there, idly slapping his crop against his gleaming boots, and she ran over to him, profusely apologizing for having kept him waiting.


    ‘My dear Perdita, it does not matter in the slightest,’ he told her, once again furiously angry with his dead wife and her relations for turning his intelligent, beautiful daughter into this nervous, shrinking woman. When she had first arrived he had been appalled, and at moments during their months with the Macdonalds in Calcutta it had even crossed his mind that she was unbalanced. For the first few days she had hardly spoken except to apologize, and had been absurdly clumsy, walking into chairs and tripping over small tables, her whole body apparently a mass of uncoordinated angles. But gradually she had begun to relax, to tell him something of her life, and finally to respond to his efforts to draw her out.


    To his delight, he had found that she had a sense of humour, and could make wickedly apposite comments on some of his acquaintances; and he had found that her isolation and lack of social savoir faire had at least left her mind uncluttered by the sort of second-hand judgements he heard all around him in Anglo-India. When he explained the political situation facing the new Governor General, she had asked some very shrewd questions, and clearly understood all the implications of what he told her. As they had grown more used to one another, he had come to enjoy her and to have few regrets about being saddled with such an elderly daughter in his house. He would never have rejected her, believing firmly that it was up to him to make up to her for the miserable childhood she had suffered, but finding her such good company was a relief.


    And the more he came to like and admire her, the angrier he became. If his wife had wanted to live in uncomfortable poverty for a scruple, that was her own affair, but in spurning his money she had condemned their child to a life of unending punishment, and that he found he could not forgive. He had only to watch Perdita change from the friendly intelligent woman he had discovered into a stiff, gauche spinster in company to recognize the severity of the punishment. She was always pathetically grateful to be spoken to with the barest civility in other people’s houses, and had seemed to be overjoyed when she had discovered that Lady Beaminster had brought her daughter up to Simla for the hot weather, as though unaware that they would never have spoken to her in England, and that she was only invited to spend so much time with them because of the lack of suitable companions for the Lady Juliana in their restricted society.


    Edward Whitney was under no such illusion and he feared that when the son arrived to join them, Perdita’s visits to her ladyship’s bungalow would be severely curtailed. He decided that he must make plans to prevent the hurt that he foresaw for her.


    The thought reminded him of something else, and as they moved off towards the hills he said:


    ‘Now that the heat is coming, I believe that you should relax your mourning. It would not be improper to wear some of the lighter gowns you had made up in Calcutta.’


    ‘But, Papa, it is hardly a year.’


    ‘I am aware of that,’ he said with a smile that went unanswered, ‘but it will not help her for you to make yourself ill in this climate by wearing unsuitable clothes. Even up here it can become uncomfortably sultry. If you are worried about the conventions why not consult Lady Beaminster? I am sure she will agree. And would you not rather put off your blacks?’


    ‘Oh yes, indeed,’ she said and sighed.


    ‘You must not grieve. You did what you could for her – far more than you should ever have been asked to do,’ he said, bitterly angry all over again, ‘and now she is gone. It is time for you to live a little selfishly.’


    ‘But isn’t that wicked? Sometimes I am so shocked when …’ she paused, looked sideways at him and, reassured by the familiar smile crinkling the corners of his eyes, continued, ‘when I realize that I am glad that she … that she …’


    ‘… is dead,’ he finished for her. ‘You would be a most unnatural woman if you were not, Perdita. You should never be afraid of acknowledging the emotions that you feel.’ He paused for a moment, but then decided that this was too important to ignore and started again: ‘English people are taught that there is something shocking in every feeling except duty, family affection and guilt, but there is absolutely nothing wrong with being happy. So long as you are not damaging someone else you should enjoy whatever you can.’


    She rode on thoughtfully, obviously turning over what he had said in her mind. After a while she looked up at him and smiled more openly and serenely than she had yet. He was enchanted by her and wondered how he could tell her to smile like that at people she met instead of looking as though she expected them to strike her. He said:


    ‘I believe that more firmly than anything else, my dear. It does no one else any good at all for you to be unhappy.’


    ‘Thank you, Papa. That makes sense,’ was all she said, but he thought that he had made some progress. They rode on at ease with each other again, through the flower-filled paths towards Jacko, the absurdly named mountain to the west of Simla.


    It was one of her favourite routes, for it led quickly away from the town and its difficult inhabitants into a paradise of green valleys, tumbling torrential streams and quite beautiful trees. There were the vast cedars, whose scent could transport her instantly into the chiefly imaginary world of her early childhood, enormous rhododendrons with fat piles of buds that were just beginning to show their colour, and of course the flowers: tiny wild tulips starred the new grass in the upland valleys, and drifts of violets echoed the purple of the distant Himalayan peaks.


    As she bent low to avoid an overhanging branch, Edward admired her increased confidence in handling the sturdy hill-pony he had bought for her and taught her to ride. Even at the small compliment she blushed again, and again he was afraid for her. But she seemed to sense his momentary discomfort and banished it by asking him about the silver furniture in her bedroom.


    ‘I found it in Lahore when I was there last year,’ he answered.


    ‘Lahore in the Punjab? I did not know that you had travelled there. Was it for the Company?’


    ‘You must have been studying my maps,’ he said, pleased. ‘Yes, I was asked to take the Governor General’s compliments and messages to Runjeet Singh, the ruler of the Sikhs. They call him the Lion of the Punjab, you know, because he keeps his country very firmly under control. But I fear that there is going to be trouble with him.’


    ‘Trouble between him and the Company?’


    ‘I hope not, but there is a tricky mass of tangled interests up there in the north-west, and someone is bound to try to cut through it.’


    Perdita looked at him, puzzled, and he tried to explain briefly the sources of the dangerous explosiveness of the frontier lands.


    ‘Beyond the Punjab lies Afghanistan, which is ruled by three men. The most important to us is the Dost Mohammed Khan, who reigns in Caubul and who hates Runjeet. We need both of them and it could be awkward if they should come to blows.’


    ‘But why do we need the Afghans, Papa? I know that the Company trades with the Punjab, but surely there is nothing for us in Afghanistan? I thought you told me that they despise trade.’


    ‘Yes, that’s true, but they have men of other races to do their trading for them; and at some time we have to move up the Indus to find new markets for our manufactured goods. Then, too, the Afghans have some commodities that we want. But it is not so much for trade that we need their friendship. Afghanistan is all that stands between our sphere of influence and that of the Tsar of Russia. And if Russia were to conquer Afghanistan there would be nothing to stop her armies invading India. War between England or the Company and Russia must be avoided at all costs.’


    ‘I should have thought all war should be avoided.’


    ‘As Lord Auckland has said, my dear, “The most peaceful policy is not always the most pacific.” Sometimes you have to risk a small war to prevent a greater.’


    ‘I suppose so, but to settle a quarrel between two states by murdering each other’s people seems truly absurd – and cruel.’


    ‘Very likely. That is why we have to send an envoy to the Dost’s court to try to keep him allied to our interests. But if diplomacy fails war is the only way – and it is the natural way. You have only to look at an animal defending its territory or young to see that. But enough,’ he said, seeing that her face had taken on the strained, white look he remembered from the early days at Calcutta, ‘you asked about Lahore. Well …’ and he went on to describe the city and its warlike people.


    She listened, interested, and when he paused said feelingly, ‘How marvellous it must have been. I wish …’ but then she paused, still finding it very difficult to express any desires of her own. He encouraged her and she went on: ‘I wish I could travel and see some more of this country. Sometimes I feel as though I were still in England.’


    Edward laughed at that, and, stretching his arm in a wide circle that seemed to embrace the distant snow-turbaned peaks of the Himalayas, the towering rhododendrons with their massive flower buds, and the strange scents that were the only thing that she remembered from childhood, he said:


    ‘Anything further from the Norfolk of my youth I cannot imagine.’


    Perdita laughed too and said:


    ‘No, no, Papa. Not the countryside, or the birds or trees or any of the natural surroundings, but the way we live. Apart from the servants I see no Indian people, and my life is one of visiting and being visited by these sneering English people, getting up sales of work and recitals like Lady Beaminster’s for charity, discussing only English things and ignoring everything that happens outside our immediate concerns. For example, yesterday Mrs Fletcher told me, as though it was of startling importance, that the Governor General’s sisters have a small dog called Chance and that when she and Colonel Fletcher were last in Calcutta, she gave it a biscuit. And when I ask her some question about India, she looks at me as though I am mad, tells me what a terrible place it is and changes the subject.’


    ‘Well, she is a thoroughly stupid woman, and her world is bounded by herself, the weather and her children. One day perhaps I shall take you to meet some real Indians, but you must work at your Hindustani first.’


    ‘Of course, Papa,’ she said, accepting a rebuke he had not thought he was making, ‘I am trying, but I find it very difficult.’


    He silently cursed his clumsiness and suggested they rode home to breakfast, adding:


    ‘What are your plans for today?’


    ‘I am going to Lady Beaminster’s after breakfast to practise for the recital, and then I said I would sit with Juliana, and perhaps go for a drive later.’


    ‘Well do talk to Lady Beaminster about your clothes. I’m sure she will agree with me.’


    The rehearsal went well enough, and Lady Beaminster began to believe that she might raise quite a large sum for the starving. On her journey to the Hills, she, like Perdita Whitney, had been severely shocked to see the effect of a famine that was raging from Delhi to Allahabad. Its victims lay dying by the roadside, untended and unhelped by the visiting English, who seemed hardly to notice them, or by the wealthy Indians, who appeared to care even less.


    But it was the children that determined her to do something to help. She was not a sentimental woman, and she had strong views on the proper station of the lower orders, but the sight of those tiny, stick-limbed children with shockingly swollen bellies and frighteningly staring eyes, who begged monotonously for food in each of the towns and villages she passed, could not be ignored. Lady Beaminster had decided then to do something for them.


    A musical evening had seemed the best plan; not only would it be quite different from the fancy sales that the other English ladies liked to hold, but it would also give Juliana an occupation and stop her thoughts from dwelling exclusively on the unsuitable man she believed she loved. She had an adequate contralto voice and the doctor and chaplain were providing the bass and tenor parts respectively, leaving only a soprano to find. Lady Beaminster had disliked the various senior officers‘ wives, who might have been thought suitable but seemed to her to be both underbred and arrogant, and, despairing, had yielded to Juliana’s persuasions to include Miss Whitney. The young woman could, it seemed, sing in tune, and was properly grateful for the attention paid to her. She did not encroach, much to her benefactress’s relief, and so she was allowed to continue the role she had taken on the Jupiter as a kind of honorary companion for the rebellious Juliana. In fact, Lady Beaminster had come to rely on Miss Whitney.


    As they were drinking tea after the rehearsal, Perdita took advantage of a pause in Juliana’s chatter to turn to her hostess:


    ‘Lady Beaminster,’ she said hesitantly, and then on seeing a small smile of encouragement continued, ‘Do you think it would be very unsuitable if I were to put off my mourning? It is not quite a year since my mother died, but …’


    ‘I think it would be perfectly acceptable, Miss Whitney. The climate is becoming disagreeably warm, even up here, and I am sure it would be more suitable for you to wear some light muslins. It is a good idea.’


    ‘Oh, it was Papa’s idea, not mine, but he thought I should consult you first.’


    ‘That was wise of him. Forgive me for speaking so frankly, but you have no chaperon up here, and so it is my duty: your father is in many ways an unconventional man, and it would be well for you to take care before you follow his advice.’


    Rebellion flared briefly in Perdita’s face, but before her ladyship could be certain of what she had seen, the big blue eyes were veiled and Perdita was saying:


    ‘I see: if you think it premature to put off my mourning, I shall of course …’ But once again she was interrupted:


    ‘That is not at all what I meant. I quite agree about that.’


    ‘That’s good,’ broke in Juliana impetuously. ‘Then you can wear something splendid for the recital after all. Since you are the best singer, it is only right that you should look the best as well.’


    Perdita’s eyes became a little pink. It was so unexpected that a charming aristocratic child like Juliana should be so generous with admiration of someone like herself, and so affectionate.


    The reason for Lady Beaminster’s remark about Mr Whitney’s unconventionality was in his arms at that precise moment. Aneila, daughter of a line of Rajput warriors, was also among the reasons why he had not retired home to England with the fortune he had amassed, unlike most of his companions from Calcutta, who had taken their riches back to build curious half-bred houses in the green valleys of the English countryside. Edward Whitney knew that even if he had been able to marry Aneila, he could never have uprooted her and hoped to transplant her successfully into the cold damp soil of England. And having no happy memories of the place himself, it would be no hardship if he never saw it again. Instead, he had removed both their households from Calcutta and installed her in a lovely house a few miles outside the town, well away from the prying eyes of the British.


    Both of them had been prepared for a diminution of his visits after the arrival of his daughter from England, but once she had taken up her informal position as Juliana Blagdon’s companion, he had resumed his regular visits to his mistress. He occasionally wondered whether Aneila resented the time he was prepared to lavish on his English child, when he saw so little of his Indian sons and his care for them was restricted to financing their education and easing their entry into the army and civil service, but she gave no sign.


    He looked down at her heart-shaped face, thinner now but lovely still, and kissed her in gratitude for the years of affection she had given him. In the twenty-three years that she had lived under his protection, she had never complained about anything he had done or not done. She was not always happy, he knew, and it had taken her some time to become accustomed to separation from her family and the structure of her religion – both had had to be renounced when she went to live under the protection of a casteless foreigner – but she had never tried to involve him in her sadness and as far as he could tell, she had not blamed him for any of it. For a moment he thought of the tight lips and angry eyes of his virtuous wife as she confronted him with evidence of one after another of his shortcomings, and of the reluctance and disgust with which she infrequently allowed him to exercise his marital rights.


    Aneila had taught him that there was more to lovemaking than the sharp quick pleasure and sense of release that followed the spilling of his seed. She had shown him how to give her pleasure and in doing so increase his own; she had taught him too that the exercise of his rights had gentler names and purposes than those he had known. He had told her a good deal of his wife – most of which she found impossible to believe – and more recently of his daughter and what had been done to her. Aneila had been full of extremely sensible suggestions for her comfort and happiness, but he had been able to put only a few of them into practice. That particular afternoon, Aneila had asked him:


    ‘And how is it with Perdita? Is she becoming any happier?’


    ‘A little. She seems to be very friendly with the Blagdon girl; but there’s this confounded concert they’re getting up.’


    ‘Confounded? It seems to me an excellent thing for a great lady from England to sing to make money for the starving people of Delhi.’


    ‘Yes, yes, very commendable; but what if Perdita makes a fool of herself? If she should break down or something, or refuse to sing at the last minute, or – worse – have a fit, she would never be able to face any of these people again.’


    ‘You have told me that she is very shy; surely she would never have agreed to sing if she did not know she could do it.’


    ‘Well, I hope to God you’re right,’ answered Edward gloomily, before taking her into his arms again and forgetting his myriad concerns as he smelled the musky scent of her dark hair and felt the softness of her delectable body through the fine, pale gold-coloured sari. Desire flamed in him suddenly and he picked her up and carried her out of the colonnaded room that bordered one side of her garden and into her bedroom.


    Before he left her two hours later, she briefly touched his face and said:


    ‘Do not worry about the daughter so much. Show you love her, tell her what is good about her and comfort her if she is not happy. Talk to her as much as you can and show her that she can tell you anything. All will be well. If she knows you think well of her she will not be so nervous with others. They will like her if she does not make them so uncomfortable.’


    ‘Any sane person would, but these appalling English women, who can tell what they will do? Oh, Aneila, you do not know how much I love you.’


    She stretched up to take his handsome head between her tiny hands and bring it down so that she could kiss him.


    ‘Yes, Edward, I think I do. As you know that you are the lord of my life.’


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    By the time the last rehearsal had been sung, five days later, Perdita’s new gowns had been extracted from the sealed tin boxes in which they had been protected from damp, heat and insects, and Juliana’s brother had arrived in Simla from his Station. When Perdita drank a dish of tea with Juliana on the afternoon of the concert, she found the girl bubbling over with pleasure at her brother’s arrival.


    ‘I had expected to hate him,’ she confided, ‘but he is completely charming. When Mama and I arrived at the Station, I could hardly believe that it was him, if you see what I mean. And he makes Mama so much kinder than she normally is. He is very handsome, too, and so brave: all the other officers told me so. He saved the life of his friend Captain Thurleigh in a skirmish once, and Captain Thurleigh told me that there’s no one he’d rather have in what he called a “scrap” than Marcus. I am sure you will like him; all the ladies at the Station were in love with him. And I know he will like you.’


    Perdita was quite sure he would not. A young man as popular and successful as Captain Marcus Blagdon would have no time for such as her. That in itself did not worry her at all, but she was afraid that Juliana might change her mind about ‘the big spin’as she had heard herself called, when she saw her brother’s contempt. The girl’s friendship had meant a great deal to Perdita and she would miss it. But the habits of a lifetime did not break, and so she smiled and encouraged Juliana in her happy anticipation. Nevertheless, by the time Perdita left Lady Beaminster’s bungalow she was very quiet and as the jonpauni took her home to dress for the concert she began to wish that she had never agreed to make herself so conspicuous. After all, if it had not been for the concert she would never have had to meet Captain Blagdon or risk his disdain.


    Her father misunderstood the cause of her nervousness, and when she eventually emerged from her room in the new cream-coloured silk gown he took her hand and said with as much confidence as he could muster:


    ‘You need not be afraid, my dear. I have heard you sing in church and there has never been a flat note.’ She turned her anxious face towards him and he watched amusement banish the frown and smooth the deep crease from between her eyes.


    ‘I am not afraid about singing flat, Papa.’


    ‘Good,’ he said and wrapped her cloak round her shoulders. ‘And you look wonderful, if you will allow me to say so.’


    ‘Really? Papa, you would not be flattering me, I trust?’


    ‘No, of course not, Perdita. I told you when you arrived that you looked pretty, and that was in those dreadful black clothes. Now in this delightful gown you look very well indeed. Try to smile at people, won’t you? It is only when you frown that there is anything wrong at all.’


    ‘I will try, Papa. But all those people make me so worried.’


    ‘I know, but they need not. They are of no importance, and it is quite likely that you will never see any of them again. It is probable that I shall have to travel again for the Company, and I thought you might like to come with me.’


    ‘Where should we go?’ she asked, interested.


    ‘Lahore again, I expect. Reports from Caubul are causing some consternation in Calcutta, and in London. And the Company will need to be sure of the Sikhs if there is trouble in Afghanistan.’


    He congratulated himself on the diversion as he saw her eyes liven in the milky dusk. It was a peculiarly lovely evening. The rain had held off all day, and the few clouds were like insubstantial puffs of cotton-wool, washed pink by the declining sun and sailing quickly past the violet-coloured mountain peaks. The air felt soft on his face as the carriage turned into Lady Beaminster’s drive, and he smiled encouragingly at his daughter.


    Her interest and pleasure survived their entry into the drawing room and the first encounters with her acquaintances. He escorted her to the platform that had been erected at one end of the long room, and waited with her until she was settled next to Juliana in front of a large potted palm. She took up her music with gloved hands that scarcely shook, and he left her there hopefully, to find a chair next to a collector up on sick leave from his district near Agra. Mortimer Blandfield was a dull man, but at least a bachelor who liked India and did not consider his years there as exile.


    ‘Charming, your daughter, Whitney. Quite charming,’ he offered by way of greeting.


    ‘Why thank you, Blandfield,’ answered Edward, surprised to hear a note of genuine admiration in the man’s voice. He looked across the room to the dais where Perdita had risen to shake hands with the doctor, and saw again how the gown Mrs Macdonald had had made for her became her. She must have put on a little weight, he decided, for she did not seem nearly so angular, and above the low-cut corsage he could distinctly see the swell of her white breasts. In fact, she seemed to have a rather pleasing shape after all, and with the light of a candelabra warming her pale skin and glistening on her hair, she did indeed look charming. Belatedly, he realized that there was yet another danger from which he would have to protect her. Accustomed to overhear disparaging remarks about her age and her gaucherie, he had planned how to protect her from hurt when she discovered that everyone around them assumed that she was quite unmarriageable, but he had ignored the scarcity of English women in India, and the likely supposition that his not inconsiderable fortune would go to her. Surprising an almost lecherous expression on Blandfield’s face, Mr Whitney revised his plans hastily.
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