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Foreword

The Hill Station is roughly half a novel. It consists of nineteen chapters, about fifty thousand words. The day before his sudden death in August 1979 Jim Farrell wrote a postcard to Rosemary Legge, his editor at Weidenfeld, saying that he hoped to deliver the completed novel of eighty to a hundred thousand words by the end of that year, as arranged. The rough notes he made for the novel (most of them on the backs of old Weidenfeld envelopes) contain enough material for at least another nineteen chapters. The content of these notes overlaps a good deal and they were obviously jotted down at different stages in the novel’s preparation, but they are not of course dated. However, there is one set of notes which, because it mentions none of the material already used in the half-completed novel, may well be the layout of the unwritten half; and it is arranged in sixteen sections which look very much like chapter summaries. By this stage Jim had apparently dropped his original idea of bringing in Madame Blavatsky.

His method of writing a novel, so far as I remember, was to make a complete draft in typescript and then do a second, revised version. Another friend of his insists that he only ever wrote one version, but against this is the fact that in the margins of the typescript for The Hill Station are various minor additions and reworkings in handwriting. Rosemary Legge remembers no such handwritten additions to the completed typescripts of The Siege of Krishnapur or The Singapore Grip. We can assume then, I think, that The Hill Station is a first draft. The title, incidentally, is not Jim’s, or at least no more than his working identification. He often referred to his ‘novel about the hill station’. However, when he wrote his last postcard to Rosemary Legge he had still not decided on a title. Added to the margin at the top of chapter 16 of the typescript is what looks like a possibility for one: ‘The Doctor of Confusion’.

I am not at all sure that Jim would have approved of his last novel being published in its unrevised and uncompleted state. Yet, like all the other relations and friends (with one exception) who read it, I very much wanted it published. Why? First, because it’s a curious and gripping story; secondly, because it has at least three unforgettable characters (Dr McNab, the Rev. Kingston and the Bishop) who seemed, like Pirandello’s Six, to demand to be given life; thirdly, because it powerfully evokes Victorian Simla; fourthly, because Jim was cut off in his prime not only as a man but as a novelist. His art was developing vigorously and consistently. The Hill Station, although it was intended to be a ‘small’ novel compared with the previous three, clearly represents a further consolidation and advance of his powers. It may not be complete but, without it, one’s understanding of him and his work is not complete either.

The text as published incorporates most of his marginal additions. Jim did not always indicate exactly where they fitted, so I have had to make a few guesses. Occasionally the marginalia were simply direct quotes from source material or reminders to himself of material which he had not quite decided how to place: these have been omitted. I have also smoothed out the odd bit of clumsy grammar in the typescript, but have worked on the principle of leaving anything rough that could be left without badly jolting the reader; it seemed best to avoid being drawn towards ‘improvement’ and even such a minor inconsistency as that of Mrs Cloreworthy on page 96 becoming Mrs Claworth on page 136 has been allowed to stand. The worst jolt of all, of course, is the abrupt breaking-off of the text in medias res. I have suggested elsewhere in this volume, towards the end of my essay on Jim’s work, how the story would probably have continued and ended, so as to spare the reader at least some of the feelings of sadness and disappointment which came over me when I first finished reading the typescript. But those feelings are inevitable, just because, as Malcolm Dean reminds us in his personal memoir, Jim was such a good storyteller. The only antidote is to be warned in advance and to enjoy what there is of the journey without expecting any proper destination.

The Indian Diary was written while Jim was travelling in India in 1971, researching Krishnapur. Like the notes on the backs of envelopes it was a typically modest affair, kept in a small triplicate book with the carbon removed, so that the numbering of the original’s pages is rather confusing, page 1 being followed by two further page 1s and so on. There was rather more doubt about publishing this diary than about the novel. I felt strongly that it should be published, because although, apart from the train journeys, it has no direct bearing on The Hill Station – Jim went to Mussoorie but not to Simla, which he meant to see in the autumn of 1979 – it gives a remarkable account of his immediate reactions to India. The descriptive passages, especially those about Indian funeral rites, carry as strong a sense of the country as any I have read. Then his response to the people he met is characteristic of his approach to the characters in his novels as well as being – in the one case I can vouch for, that of my great-uncle, Edmund Gibson – sharply lifelike. Finally, the whole diary seems to me to reveal a lot about Jim himself at that crucial period in his life when his whole view of the world and how he could render it in fictional form was beginning to shift and expand. This is perhaps slightly to overstate the matter. The diary is not obviously confessional or self-analysing, but it does convey very distinctly Jim’s ambivalence about himself, his class and race and their ex-Empire. Out of that ambivalence he created all his best work, including what there is of The Hill Station. Here in the diary one can see him in life being the liberal outsider and reluctant sahib, whose sympathies and antipathies, self-doubts, hesitations and moments of atavistic impatience are so sensitively and humorously explored in fictional characters like the Major in Troubles, Fleury in Krishnapur, Matthew in Singapore and McNab in The Hill Station.

I have put a few brief notes to the diary, simply to explain, where I could, who the proper names belong to, and I have corrected the spelling of one or two place-names. I have also left out a superfluous second reference to my uncle’s driver’s wife’s suicide, suppressed two illegible words, supplied one that was missing, and occasionally paragraphed. Otherwise nothing in the diary has been tampered with.

The rest of this volume consists of essays by three of Jim’s friends. Malcolm Dean knew him better and for longer than either Margaret Drabble or I did and has contributed a personal memoir; Margaret Drabble has concentrated on the central elements of his mature work and I have tried to set The Hill Station in the context of his six preceding novels. This book is not intended as a tribute, still less as a memorial, but as the best that can be done in the circumstances to keep open a particular dialogue with the contemporary world which ought to have continued for a long while yet. Elizabeth Bowen, reviewing Troubles, wrote that it was ‘not a “period piece”; it is yesterday reflected in today’s consciousness. The ironies, the disparities, the dismay, the sense of unavailingness are contemporary.’ All three of us allude to Jim’s political views, without pinning them down. He had not pinned them down himself, they were still evolving. He was a writer who, during the last ten years of his life, found himself arriving in the course of working on each fresh novel at a new point in his relationship with reality. The experience is fairly common, its vivid articulation rare. For that reason above all Jim’s work will live and for that reason the diary – which marks one such point – and the half-finished, untitled last novel – which marks another – are essential parts of it.

I would like to thank Jim’s mother and his brother Richard, his friend Bridget O’Toole, and John Curtis and Rosemary Legge at Weidenfeld for their help in preparing this book.

John Spurling
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Nowadays the railway goes all the way up to Simla, but before the turn of the century it stopped at Kalka. The rest of the journey, some fifty-eight miles of it up into the hills, still had to be accomplished in a two-wheeled cart drawn by a couple of vigorous Kabul ponies under the auspices of the Mountain Car Company, as it was called . . . a devastating last lap of your journey if you were coming to Simla to repair your health. The best that could be said for it was that this two-pony vehicle, the tonga, was itself an improvement on the sedan chairs and litters that had been the invalid’s lot in yet earlier days before the building of the road.

There was a hotel at Kalka, however, where you could rest before you began the climb, owned also, as it happened, by the enterprising proprietor of the Mountain Car Company, a certain Mr Lowrie, a plump, bright-eyed fellow with curling moustaches who liked to pretend that he knew everything about everything in the hills and in the plains, or, as he put it, ‘between Heaven and earth’. He owned another hotel, too, on the Mall in Simla which was no doubt a help in the matter of keeping himself informed. He was always either up there or down here and sometimes it was hard to believe that he was not in both places at the same time, such was his energy and ubiquity. Yes, if he did not know all your secrets by the time you left Kalka he would most certainly learn them when you reached Simla. But he was a sympathetic individual and so why should you keep anything from him? True, he could be a little indiscreet on occasion, but that was only because he found your affairs so fascinating the he could not resist sharing them with others.

It was Mr Lowrie’s custom to meet the trains arriving in Kalka whenever he had the opportunity and over the years regular visitors came to expect to see him there at the railway-station, standing sun-helmet in hand in front of a carefully marshalled regiment of hotel bearers and coolies. His wife, a motherly lady in a cotton dress, as a rule stood beside him with smelling salts and eau de cologne in case of emergency, for sometimes it happened that people left their escape from the burning plains too late, or almost too late. Indeed it was for this reason that Mr Lowrie found train-arrivals so intensely interesting: his experienced eye would pass swiftly over the passengers descending from the train and within a few moments he would have the entire train-load classified. There would probably be a party of boisterous young officers on their way to Simla for a few weeks of sport and flirtation, each one of them armed with a highly questionable sick-certificate when, most likely, he had no worse malady to complain of than boredom at some remote station on the plains. There would be Government officials, too, perhaps accompanied by their wives: many of them he would know already by sight, having seen them in preceding years, and soon he would come to know them even better by hearsay as news of their doings during the cold season in Calcutta, Delhi and Bombay gradually filtered through to the Himalayan foothills. These people were engaging enough, certainly, but there were usually other travellers whom Mr Lowrie found even more interesting. These were the invalids.

It seldom took him more than a moment to pick out their pale travel-stained faces. The dust that accompanies almost every human endeavour in India during the hot weather would have cast a dull veil over them in the afternoon sunlight, turning them into ghostly figures, coughing some of them, others leaning with weary gestures on sticks or on the arms of the bearers they had brought with them on their journey. These invalids very often spent a night or two in Kalka before moving onwards and upwards . . . the sickly children, the recently pregnant young women hoping for delivery in the hills, the men whose health had been shattered by malaria or dysentery or simply by working too hard in a climate to which they were not accustomed. Poor ghosts! They gathered here under Mr Lowrie’s sparkling eye, as on the bank of a dark river, waiting to be ferried to the other side. With practice Mr Lowrie had grown skilful at telling which of them would not return.

There were three cemeteries in Simla (well, four, if you counted the ‘Nun’s Graveyard’ belonging to the Convent of Jesus and Mary at Chota Simla) but of these three, two were already full and the third was filling rapidly. Sometimes Mr Lowrie wondered whether it might not be a good idea to start one in Kalka, too, in order to spare his ponies so many unnecessary journeys. There was, as it happened, already a small cemetery in Kalka but it was ill-tended and poorly patronized. Could something not be done with it? Mr Lowrie, who also managed to be a churchwarden ‘up there’ as well as an hotelier, took naturally more than a passing interest in graveyards and their occupants. Of course, as Mr Lowrie well knew, people preferred burial at a higher altitude where it was cooler and where the countryside reminded them of home, and he was not the man to argue with the whims of his clients. But still, looking at the ghostly passengers assembling on the railway platform to be ferried onwards by the Mountain Car Company he could not help but pick out those whom he would have liked to divert neatly into the cemetery at Kalka, thus sparing them and everybody else the nuisance and fatigue of their long climb into the hills. This pallid young woman, for instance, accompanied by a vigorous, impatient gentleman, her attempt to appear animated did not deceive Mr Lowrie. She was being ridden at her last fence, poor soul, and soon her life’s steeplechase would be over. Would she not be better to end her days peacefully at Lowrie’s Hotel in Kalka? Why, certainly she would! And yes . . . yes . . . he had thought as much! The Mountain Car Company would only be taking this poor soul on part of its journey upwards, the rest it would have to accomplish on its own. Or this old codger leaning on his stick to punt himself out of the stinging sunlight into the shade, how, short of breath as he was, would he survive at an altitude of seven thousand feet? Besides, there was not enough flesh on him to make a vulture’s supper! He would be far better advised to make the cemetery at Kalka his final destination.

Yes, Mr Lowrie would shake his head sadly as he watched his ‘ghosts’ assemble on the platform. There was nothing to be done about it. He had once or twice ventured to propose to certain of them a somewhat longer stay in Kalka than they had evidently been considering. But whether or not they had altogether caught the drift of his remarks, it had been to no avail. He had been rebuffed. Still, he had taken it philosophically. He had, after all, only been trying to help. He was not a man to take offence. He had continued as before to provide the ferry-service the ghosts required of him, glancing at them searchingly and occasionally indicating to his wife some poor soul who would not be returning. It was, by the way, a profitable business the Mountain Car Company, there was always that to console him. As for his wife, she would turn pale herself and begin to tremble whenever Mr Lowrie pronounced sentence on somebody: she had never been able to get over the shock of it. She knew he was always right. However, once she had recovered herself, husband and wife would both step forward to greet the condemned person, smiling at him sympathetically, almost tenderly. Then they would gently help him towards the exit.
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One day in March 1871, two ladies and a gentleman found themselves sitting in a railway carriage whose destination was Kalka and whose arrival there would be, no doubt about it, in due course supervised by Mr Lowrie. The gentleman was middle aged, reserved, and had a somewhat melancholy air. The ladies, one of whom was his wife and the other his niece, had taken seats opposite each other at one of the windows although for the moment there was nothing to be seen but a few feet of a platform at Delhi railway station. If Mr Lowrie had been present he might have had to look twice at the older couple to make sure they were not ‘ghosts’, so tired and drawn did they look, for they had both spent the day before on the railway, too, and the day before that, and the day before that . . . travelling to Bombay where they had been to meet the younger woman. She, at any rate, would not have caused Mr Lowrie a moment’s hesitation for she was the very picture of health: her eyes were bright and her cheeks had the colour that only youth and a sea voyage can bestow.

Only if he had looked closely would he have noticed that one of her arms hung rather loosely at her side and ended in a hand whose shrinking tendons had drawn its fingers into a permanently clutching little fist. But Mr Lowrie could not be expected to notice everything. Besides, he was not a specialist in this field, being more interested in the illnesses themselves than in their after-effects.

‘Are ye comfortable, Emily?’ her uncle, who had seated himself beside her, enquired.

By way of reply she smiled and patted his hand with her good hand before turning with a little sigh of pleasure to gaze out of the window at the astonishing variety of Indian life to be glimpsed even on the little area of platform beside her. The older woman, who had pleasant grey eyes and an independent air, exchanged an amused glance with her husband at that little sigh but neither of them said anything. They had arrived several minutes too early and other passengers were still hurrying along the platform. One or two hesitated for a moment at the door to their compartment, peering inside, before moving on to another. The older woman leaned her head back against the corner seat and closed her eyes. A little while later she opened them again, aware of a slight commotion, for another passenger was being installed in the compartment by an excited coolie who was afraid that the train might depart before the passenger had time to reward his services. Indeed, the late-comer barely had time to settle with the coolie, raise his hat and say ‘Good morning’ to the occupants of the compartment and take his seat before the first booming explosions of steam echoed around the station. Almost imperceptibly the train began to move.

The newcomer was a clergyman in his late forties. He had taken a seat beside the far window and almost immediately produced a book from somewhere and began to read. This gave the other passengers the chance to study him with discretion. He had a long, thin, intelligent face, deeply lined about the mouth and a very high colour. There were many strands of silver in his black hair and his cheekbones stood out sharply from his fleshless face. But what made the strongest impression of all was the fact that his eyes, though they were deeply sunk beneath heavy brows, glistened with unusual brightness. He wore not the clerical collar but the white neck-cloth of the old-fashioned clergyman, and a long straight coat, which, when he was standing, reached almost to his heels and somewhat resembled a cassock. Both the coat and the high waist-coat he wore beneath it were decidedly threadbare, the ladies noticed, and their eyes moved up to the suitcase he had placed in the net above his head: this, too, had been better days and appeared to be fastened by a piece of rope passed around it and knotted at the handle. But once they had taken this in there seemed to be nothing more to be discovered from his appearance and they retired into their own thoughts once more. The other gentleman, however, continued to keep an eye on him, idly curious to see the title of the book he was reading. When, presently, he did manage to catch a glimpse of it he frowned slightly. It was Keble’s The Christian Year. The title stirred some faint memory from years ago but he became drowsy and fell asleep before he could seize it.

The train puffed steadily northwards over dusty glaring plains of dried mud, with here and there a mud village, a well, a field of sugar-cane, a few palms, a pair of yoked water-buffalo, another mud village, a field of mustard improbably yellow, a temple, a few banyan or peepul trees and so on and on until the mind grew weary with the repetition. The old travellers had barely given it a glance: they had seen it many times before. And even the young woman by the window who was so interested in everything eventually became hypnotized and stared out in a trance at the fleeing scenery.

As the hours wore on it became very hot. Despite the dust the windows had to be kept open and a fine white film collected on hair, on clothes, on luggage. To refresh themselves the ladies once or twice patted their brows with handkerchieves soaked in cologne. Only the clergyman appeared unaffected by the heat, although the high colour had drained away from his face and he had become quite pale. He read on steadily, absorbed, looking up for a moment now and then but with the air of someone who for the moment has forgotten where he is. On one such occasion the younger woman happened to meet his gaze and thought how gentle his eyes seemed.

Occasional sounds filtered through to them from the next compartment. Tenor voices sang a song, but muffled . . . they could not hear it well enough to make out the words. Later there was some bumping and banging and laughter, as if a wrestling match were going on. The two women smiled at each other interrogatively. A little later the younger woman touched the hand of her aunt, smiling, to draw her attention to something; and, turning, the older woman saw that a head had appeared outside the window, or really only half a head: some curly hair, a pair of bulging blue eyes, an upturned nose and a blond moustache. The owner of these features, wearing a lieutenant’s uniform, had left one leg and one arm anchored in the window of the next compartment while he clung precariously to the outside of the speeding train with the other. A third arm, also in a uniformed sleeve, encircled his waist as a precaution.

‘Don’t encourage them, Emily dear. I fear they may kill themselves,’ said the older woman, smiling.

Although she assumed an indifferent expression as best she could, Emily had the greatest difficulty avoiding those bulging blue eyes hurtling along outside the window. She did her best to concentrate on the clergyman reading his book on the other side of the compartment. As she watched him a drop of perspiration fell from his brow and splashed on the page, but he read on without noticing, his lips moving almost imperceptibly. After a little while Emily could not help snatching another quick glance out of the window and what she saw made her catch her breath. ‘Oh, do look!’

The protective arm which had encircled the waist of the young man clinging to the outside of the train had been withdrawn and now the haft of a fishing-rod was poking out of the next window and tickling him in the ribs. He was obliged to remove the hand which had been gripping the gutter above their window in order to fight off the fishing-rod which continued to torment him. He hung there for a moment swaying dangerously with every lurch of the train and trying to kick someone inside the next compartment: his outside foot slipped or seemed to slip, then recovered itself. At last, somehow or other he managed to scramble back into the compartment disappearing from Emily’s view.

‘Gracious! I thought he would fall.’

The train puffed on over the plain. More thumping, banging and laughter was to be heard from next door. Another song was sung. An empty bottle was flung out of the window and rolled away down the verge, there were a few minutes of noisy argument, but at length the afternoon heat asserted itself and even the inhabitants of the next compartment were quelled. Emily’s head, too, began to droop. Another hour passed. Her companions slept. Only the clergyman read on relentlessly.

After a while the train came to a halt, jolting them awake. Emily peered out sleepily at a long row of natives sitting on their heels with their backs to the station-house wall. Others were carrying their bundles and bedding towards the third-class carriages. A sign read SAHARANPUR. She raised her small hand to capture a yawn, longing at the same time to be alone so that she could scratch herself all over: the most that she could permit herself for the moment was to wriggle a little in her itching garments. Then she blinked, for into her field of vision there had suddenly crept an extraordinary sight. The young officers from next door had somewhere discovered a coolie’s luggage-cart, two of them had seized its shafts and miming a prodigious effort were dragging it past Emily’s window, heads bent, groaning as if they were slaves driven to exhaustion. On the cart itself stood a figure clad from head to foot in a white sheet, face whitened with chalk, a hand resting eloquently on his heart. He gazed straight into Emily’s eyes, his mouth open with adoration. ‘Surely all this can’t be meant for me!’ she thought, taken aback. But there was no doubt about it: the white-faced figure on the cart had the bulging blue eyes and curly hair of the young man who had earlier clung to the outside of the train. The apparition went trembling slowly by and disappeared. The natives sitting on their heels against the wall had watched it go by impassively and without any comment.

‘Well, Emily,’ said her uncle, ‘you’re in India only a couple of days and already it seems you have made a conquest!’

‘Oh, I expect they are just silly boys,’ she said, but looked rather pleased nevertheless. ‘In Bath, you know, when my father took me to regimental balls, the younger officers sometimes paid me the most amazing compliments. You’d hardly believe the things they would say! I would have to make it quite plain that I was not interested in their foolishness. And sometimes even the older officers would have to put them in their places!’

‘Is that so?’ replied her uncle. ‘Well, I wouldna worry this time. I doubt they are too serious.’ And a faint smile lit up his melancholy features.

‘Ah!’ exclaimed the clergyman suddenly. The others glanced in his direction but it was not Emily’s conquest which had caused that deep sigh but the book he was reading. He was slowly shaking his head over it and his eyes had filled with tears. The movement of his head caused another drop of perspiration to splash on the page, or perhaps even a tear, it was hard to say. He looked up then, with the surprised but glad air of someone waking from a deep sleep to find himself surrounded by friends, examining his fellow-passengers for the first time. He smiled at them. For a moment it seemed that he would say something, his mouth began to open . . . but then his eyes dropped once more to the book on his lap.

‘Oh look! They’re coming back. How vexing!’ murmured Emily and hurriedly averted her gaze. Her eyes shone, however, and it was evident to her uncle that she considered the young officers’ antics a pleasant enough diversion for a long and tiring journey.

The coolie’s cart creaked slowly along the platform once more. Out of the corner of her eye Emily saw that the blue-eyed officer had now sunk to his knees, one hand resting pathetically on the side of the cart, the other still clasped to his heart. In the meantime his comrades had discovered some soot or blacking and had added dark rings under his eyes and the most lugubrious mouth. Just as the cart was approaching Emily’s window once again, however, there was a commotion which rather spoiled the effect. A whistle blew and at the same moment two late-coming passengers, a European woman wearing a hat and veil against the dust and a small boy, were escorted hurriedly across the platform to the nearest door, which happened to be the one beside Emily. As a result the cart’s progress was checked, the two officers who had been dragging it both let go of the shafts simultaneously and sprinted for their own door afraid that the train was leaving. The shafts hit the platform with a bump, almost dislodging the blue-eyed officer who put his hands on his hips in a gesture that declared plainly how fed up he was to be so ill-treated. He looked so rueful and pathetic that Emily, though she could not see what happened next because by this time the veiled lady was standing on the step beside her and, while saying farewells to her escort who was insisting on kissing her hand copiously, was blocking Emily’s view. The small boy had climbed on to the seat opposite her and was looking anxious. The lady climbed the step into the compartment. Her escort, a tall, grey-faced gentleman no longer young, raised his sun-helmet, revealing a bald head that glittered in the sunlight. The train began to move.

The young man was still in the cart although by now he was struggling to get out of it. ‘Hey! wait for me!’ he called to his friends, at the same time getting himself comically entangled in his improvised toga.

‘He’ll be left behind!’ cried Emily, her hand to her mouth. But no, he had been exaggerating his difficulties. Though the train was by now gathering speed he jumped for the step and clung on without difficulty, making some laughing remark through the open window to his friends inside the compartment. Then he took hold of the gutter above his head and in one smooth movement, like a gymnast, raised his knees to his chin and swung himself feet first through the window. The hands and head were retrieved. Emily sat wondering at the grace of his movement.

The clergyman suddenly coughed convulsively over the pages of his book. With a visible effort he obliged himself to stop immediately, however, and continued reading. The lady who had just entered the compartment had taken a seat opposite him beside the window. She had lifted her veil to reveal a delicate little face surrounded by dark ringlets which she was now patting carefully into place, a task which required such concentration that the tip of a pink tongue had appeared in the perfect bow of her lips. She did not appear to be much older than Emily although, of course, she must be because the little boy, who was evidently her son, was at least six or seven years old. He was a pale and silent little fellow whose eyes were constantly on his mother. His nails, Emily could see, were badly bitten and she could not help comparing him with her own little brother who was about the same age and whom she had successfully trained out of the habit by dipping his little fingertips into a disagreeable-tasting ointment. He leaned over to his mother and whispered something in her ear but she continued patting her hair and idly gazing out of the window beside her. Presently, Emily caught his eye and smiled at him but he dropped his gaze immediately and stared at the floor. A strange new perfume stole through the dusty air of the carriage, stirring echoes of warmth and excitement. Emily breathed in deeply and her pulse quickened at the thought of the new life awaiting her in India. Even the clergyman perhaps noticed the perfume for he looked up suddenly at the lady opposite him, but then his features convulsed in a coughing fit. His shoulders heaved. Again he mastered himself and with a deep, shuddering breath he went on reading.

‘Was that last station Saharanpur?’ asked Emily. Her aunt, drowsing opposite her, opened her grey eyes sleepily, nodded, and closed them again.

‘Well perhaps it will not be too long then before we arrive at Kalka,’ mused Emily aloud. She wondered whether the train would halt again and if so whether anything more would be seen of the young officers. They had quietened down again: evidently the heat had once more got the better of them. Her uncle and aunt slept. The clergyman read on, his face so pale in the blue shadow of the compartment that it might have been ivory.


3

The railway was running alongside a road and now that the sun was lower in the sky there was a little traffic to be seen on it: a few natives clad from head to toe in white muslin who were carrying bundles on their heads, a boy herding water-buffalo, and a camel harnessed to a hay-cart, its lips puckering disagreeably as the train went by. The traffic increased and soon a temple, a mosque, and one or two mud hovels were to be seen, then a number of more substantial houses and a bazaar. The train slowed and came to a stop at a primitive platform of baked red earth; from the shade of the trees beside it there issued a ragged little army of hawkers: water-vendors with bulging water-skins on their backs, sellers of nuts and chapatis and fly-covered sweetmeats and oranges and bananas. Behind them hobbled a few emaciated beggars, holding out bony arms towards the train and mewing feebly.

Seeing her white face at the open window the hawkers crowded round Emily’s window, trying to place their wares in herlap, but she would have none of it. Her aunt opened her eyes a little to see what all the fuss was about, then closed them again. Beside Emily her uncle slept: his half-open mouth increased the melancholy cast of his features. After a while the hawkers fell away, discouraged, and joined the circle round the next compartment. Here business was being done.

‘If that’s an orange, my friend, I say it’s a damn rotten one,’ came a loud English voice. An orange, hurled from the window, flashed across the bright platform and splattered against the station wall beneath a brilliant cascade of bougainvillea. Emily shook her head vigorously, for beggars had taken the place of the hawkers at the window, cupping skeletal fingers in front of her. Soon they, too, became discouraged and dropped away. The platform was quiet. ‘The young men next door have forgotten about me,’ Emily thought. But a moment later she heard the door of their compartment open, followed by some chuckling and whispered instructions. One of the officers came skipping out on to the platform carrying a small wooden box. He bowed to her, placed the box carefully on the platform beside her window and jumped on to it. He stood there on one leg in an artificial pose, one arm raised in front of him, the other flung out sideways. At the same time the blue-eyed officer came tripping along the platform like a ballet dancer, still swathed in the white sheet and with his face even more elaborately whitened than before. Now and then he would stoop as if to pick an invisible flower, would sniff at it and place it delicately with an invisible posy. The path he was following brought him nearer to her window. ‘Get on with it, Teddy,’ growled the officer standing on the box in an undertone. ‘I can’t stand on one leg for ever.’

The blue-eyed officer paid no attention, his eyes on the ground searching for invisible flowers. By now he was only a few feet from where Emily sat. Suddenly he looked up, straight into Emily’s eyes, his mouth open in shock. His hands flew open, dropping the flowers. He stood there, transfixed. So unexpected did Emily find this that she, too, felt a shock. They stared at each other.

‘About time, too,’ grumbled the officer on the box and reaching over his shoulder drew an invisible arrow from an invisible quiver, fitted it to his invisible bow-string, bent the bow, aimed it at the chest of his companion, and released it. The blue-eyed officer shuddered visibly at the impact and, without for a moment removing his eyes from Emily’s face, began to waltz drunkenly about the platform tugging with both hands at the arrow lodged in his chest. It was only then that Emily was at last able to turn away, aware that she was blushing.

She was relieved to see that her aunt and uncle were still asleep. The clergyman, too, was still bent over his book, but the lady opposite him had been watching with interest. She smiled sympathetically at Emily and said, nodding to the window beside her: ‘It seems that we both have admirers.’ It was only then that Emily noticed that there was yet another officer, somewhat older than the young men performing the charade on the platform, who was standing on the waste ground on the other side of the train and staring fixedly into their compartment.

‘I believe that person is a Captain Hagan,’ went on the lady with a laugh which revealed her little white teeth. ‘He went to great lengths to have himself introduced to me at Annandale last season but of course I would have nothing to do with him. Nor will I have anything to do with him. He has the worst possible reputation. He may stand and stare as long as he likes, it will do him no good.’

The man who had been identified as Captain Hagan continued to stand there perfectly still with one hand on his hip in an arrogant pose, staring at the lady in the most peculiar way. How long he might have remained there is hard to say for at this moment the whistle blew, there was a jolt that echoed down the train from one carriage to another and very slowly they began to move again. A few seconds later and he had passed from Emily’s view.

She turned back hurriedly to see how her own officers were getting on. Ignoring the fact that the train was creeping away the blue-eyed officer lay on his back on the platform while his friend went through a comic pantomime of dragging the invisible arrow out of his chest. But it would not come. With each tug the blue-eyed officer’s back came up off the platform a few inches and then sank back again. Baffled, his companion scratched his head, then decided to place a foot on the blue-eyed officer’s chest for leverage. He bent double for a supreme effort. His face contorted with the strain, he pulled and pulled until, suddenly, it came free and he sat back with a bump on the platform. Emily gasped. It all seemed so extraordinarily lifelike . . . it was as if there really had been an arrow lodged in the blue-eyed officer’s chest. But now they both jumped up, laughing, and swung themselves aboard the train. Not a second too soon, either. As it was they had to work their way back along the outside of the train to their own compartment. One after the other they swung themselves in through the window and disappeared from view.

Emily felt bewildered and a little upset, wondering whether this could be the way that people often behaved in India: surely that could not be the case. The little boy was eyeing her surreptitiously and before he could look away she said to him: ‘I have a little brother the same age as you at home called Tom. What’s your name?’ But the boy dropped his eyes and made no reply. As for his mother, she had become engrossed in rummaging in her handbag from which she presently produced a small mirror and a lace handkerchief.

The train had now left both the town and the road behind and was rattling out into the plain again. Emily stared in a trance at the horizon where a great bank of clouds was gathering beneath the rays of the late-afternoon sun. But after a while she realized that these were not clouds but mountains . . . indeed, the mountains of their destination, the western Himalayas. She looked around with excitement but her aunt and uncle were still asleep. The clergyman, though he had momentarily closed his book, was sitting with his head in his hands in a brown study, his lips working slightly as if reciting something to himself. Only the other lady had noticed Emily’s excitement and the cause of it. She smiled condescendingly and said: ‘Yes, we shall soon be at Kalka.’ After a moment she added: ‘Is this then your first visit to the hills?’

Not only to the hills, explained Emily, but to India herself. She had come out from England to visit her aunt and uncle. They had been living here for years and years, since before she was born, ages, twenty years at least, well, her uncle had, he had been married before to someone who had died, and so, of course, she had never seen him until she had got off the boat in Bombay and there they had been, and now here she was, she added laughing, and perhaps she should have introduced herself: her name was Emily . . . Emily Anderson. And Emily went on to add a few other interesting details about her family and about her voyage out by way of the wonderful new Suez Canal and one or two other matters, not necessarily relevant to the other subjects she had mentioned. The truth was, although she did not say so to her new friend, that although her aunt and uncle had turned out to be kindness itself and she had already grown deeply attached to them, if they had a fault it was that they were inclined to be taciturn. And not only did many of the conversations they had between themselves seem to consist mainly of a faint smile or a raised eyebrow (a grunt or a click of the tongue and they became positive chatterboxes!) but there was something about them which seemed to discourage unnecessary words in others . . . at least, Emily found it discouraged them in her. And this was too bad because she dearly loved to chatter and was already beginning to suffer a serious deprivation in that respect. She had even been beginning to wonder just how much longer she could keep up these faint smiles and raised eyebrows. This explains why Emily’s confidences, although one would have expected only a trickle since they were made to a perfect stranger, looked like turning into a flood which would sweep the lady away as she sat there with mirror and lace handkerchief. She weathered them, however, without difficulty and even volunteered a few of her own, though her manner was inclined to be condescending for her husband, Mr Forester, was an important personage in the Irrigation Department, as she explained, and although she was tactful enough not to say so, it was plain as a pikestaff that Emily’s uncle, sleeping with his mouth open, was not a person of the same rank, or of any importance at all to the Government of India. His profession was . . . ? she wondered. When Emily told her she nodded as if to say that she had feared as much and returned her gaze to her mirror. Still, Mrs Forester was a person who enjoyed a conversation herself and could see no real harm in befriending her inferiors, given the democratic circumstances of a railway journey. She even told Emily that she might call her Mary and explained that her husband, though he himself was detained by his duties in the plains for the hot weather, always insisted that she and her child should seek the cool solace of the hills.

While Mrs Forester was sharing this information with her, Emily’s gaze had kept returning to the clergyman opposite her. He had opened his book again but before he could begin reading he was seized by yet another fit of coughing and this time a serious one. It caused him to snap his book shut immediately. The ladies eyed him with concern. He had raised a hand and hunched his shoulder in order that the sight of his convulsed and spluttering face should not give offence to them, at the same time lowering his head so that his forehead was almost touching the dusty seat beside him. Once in this position he seemed unable to recover, his coughing lips pressed against the material that covered the seat. What could be seen of his face had turned a startling greenish-white and around the rim of his hair drops of perspiration glimmered and trickled together. The coughing grew more and more laboured, the shrieking of his breath grew more and more strident, the hush between each explosion of air grew longer until it seemed that he must choke to death there and then in the railway carriage.

‘Can nothing be done?’ cried Emily, leaning forward to take him by the shoulder. But she was thrust aside a moment later by her uncle who dragged the clergyman off his seat and forced him to bend double, supporting him with one hand and using the other to grip him by the back of the neck. With a supreme effort the clergyman managed to drag in another long, whistling inhalation of air, cough, inhale again more easily, cough again and, finally, overcome his coughing. He sank back, exhausted, murmuring: ‘Thank you, thank you, forgive me,’ through the folds of a cotton handkerchief he had pressed to his lips. Emily’s uncle, meanwhile, had been rummaging in a suitcase from which he now produced a flask and a cup. From one to the other he poured a dose of amber liquid and held it out to the clergyman. Seeing
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