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A Sample of Pepper

Minta Westerley smelt India an hour before she saw it.

It came across the water on the afternoon wind, thin and warm, and she was at the rail of the Prudent Mary with her nose lifted like a dog’s. Woodsmoke. Dried fish. Coconut oil on hot stone. Under all of it, so faint she thought she had imagined it, the dry green sweetness of sandalwood.

‘You’ll catch something,’ said Mrs Dunstable.

‘It’s the land.’

‘It’s the miasma. Come away from the rail, Araminta.’

‘I can smell cardamom.’

‘You can smell fever.’ Mrs Dunstable was in the shade of the quarterdeck with a flannel shawl round her shoulders and a tin kettle. It was a hundred degrees in the shade. She’d worn flannel since the Cape. ‘The surgeon says the air of Bombay kills a third of all who breathe it. I mean to be in the other two thirds.’

‘Is that why you boiled the ship’s biscuit?’

‘It’s why I boil everything.’

Minta turned back to the rail. She was nineteen years old, and she’d been four months at sea. Her hair, which was red-gold and wouldn’t stay pinned, had come down on one side. Her nose was already pink. She had a trunk of gowns in the hold, a bonnet in a box, a letter case in her pocket, and the fixed intention of being sensible.

Be sensible. Be kind. Be grateful.

She said it to herself every morning. It had stopped working at the Cape.

The coast came up out of the haze in a long low line. First a smudge of green, and a white thread of surf. Then palms, a thousand of them, bending all one way. Then a long faded wall with squared bastions, a flag on a pole, a cluster of roofs and, beyond them, a green hill with a few white houses on the crest. There were more ships in the roads than she had ever seen. Dhows with great slanting sails like folded wings. Fat Indiamen riding high. Small boats crawling between them, loaded to the water, with men standing up to row.

‘Bombay,’ said Mr Fenn, the mate, behind her. He’d said little to her in four months. He said it like an accusation.

‘It’s beautiful.’

‘It’s an island of fever with a wall round it, miss.’ He spat over the side. ‘But I’ll grant you the sunsets.’

❈ ❈ ❈

The landing steps were crowded.

Minta saw them from the boat, over the shoulders of two sailors who were rowing with their mouths shut. A line of stone steps ran up out of the water to an arch. On the steps stood a hundred people. Palanquin bearers with their poles on their shoulders. Porters. Boys with trays. Men in white coats and red turbans, men in blue, men in nothing but a cloth round the waist, and a thin knot of Englishmen in black wigs and long coats, sweating like horses.

‘Hold your hat,’ said Mrs Dunstable.

‘I’ve got it.’

‘Hold your nose.’

‘Please don’t make me.’

The boat touched the stone. A hand came down. She took it, and stepped up, and the heat hit her like a wall.

It was wet heat, close and heavy. It lay on her face and her wrists. The stones were hot through her shoes. The smell was ten smells at once, a thick sweet ripe confusion of them, and she stood on the step with her hand in a stranger’s and sorted them one by one, as her father had taught her to do with a spoonful of spice. Jasmine, rotting. Hot tar. Ginger. A drain. Cooked rice. A broken coconut. Somebody’s pipe.

Cloves. Somewhere there are cloves.

‘Miss Westerley?’

She looked up.

The man who held her hand was tall and neat and pale. He wore a black coat, a grey wig and a pair of spectacles with steel rims. He was perhaps thirty-eight. His face was clean-shaven and smooth as a plate, with a thin mouth and a long nose and no colour in it at all. It was the one face on the stairs that hadn’t been touched by the sun.

He was looking at her left shoulder.

‘Josiah Gaunt,’ he said. ‘Your servant, ma’am.’

‘Mr Gaunt.’

She curtsied. It was a poor curtsey, on a wet step, with a dizzy head. She’d written a speech for this moment. She’d rehearsed it in the cabin with a bolster. It’d gone straight out of her head.

‘I’m glad to be here,’ said Minta.

‘So.’

‘I hope you’re well.’

‘Perfectly.’ His eyes moved from her shoulder to a point somewhere over her bonnet. ‘You’ll want to rest. I’ve a palanquin. The Chaplain’s wife, Mrs Sprat, has been good enough to offer you both a room until the wedding. It’s a respectable house. The bearers will take your trunks.’

‘Oh. Yes. Thank you.’

‘This is your companion?’

‘Mrs Dunstable.’

‘Madam.’ He bowed an inch. Mrs Dunstable looked at him as she looked at a pail of water that she hadn’t yet boiled. ‘You’ll find the climate trying.’

‘I find all climates trying,’ said Mrs Dunstable.

Gaunt gave a sound that might have been a laugh. Then he took his hand away, and Minta found that it’d been cold. In ninety degrees. Cold and soft and slightly damp, like a thing that had been kept in a drawer.

Be kind.

‘Mr Gaunt,’ she said. ‘I want to say thank you for your letters.’

He paused.

‘Your...’

‘Your letters. They were such a comfort. In the cabin, when the weather was bad, I read them over and over.’ She felt her face go hot. It was a stupid thing to say on a quay. ‘I know it’s forward. I only wanted you to know.’

‘You’re good,’ said Gaunt.

He didn’t look at her face. He looked at the water.

A young man was standing behind him, on the step above. Minta hadn’t noticed him. He was perhaps twenty-three, long and thin, in a coat that was too short in the sleeves, with a great untidy armful of papers and an ink-stain on his chin. He had dark hair that stuck up at the back and a pair of worried brown eyes. When she looked at him he went scarlet to the ears, and dropped four documents, and said, ‘Oh, lord.’

‘This is Mr Ferris,’ said Gaunt, without turning. ‘My junior writer. He will see to your trunks. Ferris, pick that up.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Miss Westerley.’ The thin mouth moved. ‘Before we go to the Chaplain’s house, there’s a little matter I’d like to show you. It won’t take long. I’ve a godown near the Bunder, which is the property you’ll, in a manner of speaking, share.’ A pause. ‘I think a lady should know where her husband earns his bread.’

‘Now?’ said Mrs Dunstable.

‘It’s two hundred yards.’

‘The child has just landed.’

‘It’ll take ten minutes, madam.’

‘Oh, I’d like to,’ said Minta.

She meant it. She’d been told all her life that she’d marry a merchant, and she’d spent four months imagining the godowns, and the chests, and the rows of sacks. She was the daughter of Samuel Westerley of Mincing Lane. She’d been sorting pepper on her father’s counting-house floor since she was old enough to hold a sieve.

And Mr Gaunt, whatever else he was, was in the pepper trade.

❈ ❈ ❈

The godown stood on the water’s edge, at the end of a street of white lime-washed warehouses.

It was a long low building with a tiled roof and a pair of great wooden doors, and a sentry in a red turban sitting in the doorway with a matchlock across his knees. A Company flag hung over the lintel. Gaunt nodded to the sentry, who got up and drew the bolt, and the doors swung open on a cool dark space that smelt like heaven.

Minta stopped.

She was on the threshold with her hand on the post. The air came out to her, cool after the glare of the quay, and with it came the smell of her whole childhood. Dry, warm, pungent. Black pepper. The smell of the cellar under the shop in Mincing Lane, of her father’s coat, of every Michaelmas she had ever known. Her eyes filled.

‘Oh,’ she said.

‘You like it,’ said Gaunt.

‘It smells like home.’

‘It smells,’ said Mrs Dunstable behind her, ‘like a sneeze.’

It was a vast place. Sacks rose from the floor in towers, twenty feet high, stacked in aisles with narrow lanes between them. Light came down from small barred windows in long bars, full of dust. Somewhere at the far end a man was singing in a thin high voice, and a pair of scales creaked. A cat sat on a sack with its tail round its feet and looked at her.

‘There are some four thousand candies in this building,’ said Gaunt.

‘A candy is five hundred and sixty pounds.’

‘So.’

‘That’s more than two million pounds of pepper.’

‘You’ve a quick head.’ He glanced at her shoulder, and away. ‘You’ll understand, then, that it represents a considerable sum. The Company has an interest. I act as its accountant for the stores. The title to this stock is, as it were, mine.’

‘Mr Gaunt, may I?’

She had her hand out. She’d already moved. She walked in among the sacks, in her pale travelling gown and her pink-nosed bonnet, with the hem trailing in the dust, and her fingers went out to the nearest sack as to an old friend. It was bound with rope. It was stamped on the side in black with a crowned C. It had a slit in the top, where someone had drawn a sample.

‘Miss Westerley,’ said Gaunt. ‘I shouldn’t...’

She bent her head over the slit and smelt it.

She did it as she’d done it a thousand times, with her eyes shut. She breathed in slowly through her nose. The warm hot dusty odour came up, and she waited, and sorted it, one thing from another. Pepper, yes. Of course. The brown fruity bite at the front. And then a thin dryness behind it. And then a smell like dust in a dry cupboard.

That’s not right.

She opened her eyes. She put her hand into the slit and drew out a pinch. It lay in her glove, a heap of black wrinkled berries, and she turned it with her thumb.

Most of them were light.

She took one between her fingers and squeezed. It crumbled. It didn’t crack, as a good berry cracks, with a pop and a small hard heart. It collapsed, as a husk does, into a little sour powder, and left a brown smear on her glove.

‘Miss Westerley.’

‘I’m sorry. I’ll be a moment.’

Pepper. Pepper. Husk. Pepper.

Her heart had begun to knock. She picked out three berries, and set them in her palm. One was heavy, black and plump. One was light and pale. And one, small and hard and round, was a different shape altogether, a flattened bead with a pitted skin.

‘What’s that?’ said Gaunt.

‘This one is a papaya seed.’

Silence.

She turned. He stood three paces behind her, in the bar of dusty light, with his hands folded in front of him. His spectacles gave back the window. She couldn’t see his eyes.

‘I beg your pardon?’ said Mr Gaunt.

‘A papaya seed.’ Her voice came out higher than she’d meant. ‘It’s the commonest thing to put in. Papaya seeds look like pepper if you dry them, you see, and they’ve a bite, a sharp one, like mustard. They sell for nothing. My father showed me. He keeps a bowl of them on his desk, to teach the apprentices.’

‘I see.’

‘And these are husks. Light berries. Pinheads. They don’t have the heart.’ She was holding them out on her palm, like a child showing a beetle. ‘It’s a poor lot, Mr Gaunt. I’m so sorry. It’s a poor lot. Is this the bad sack? I expect the good ones are at the back.’

‘I expect so.’

‘May I try another?’

‘Miss Westerley.’

There was a stillness. Mrs Dunstable was in the doorway with her kettle and said nothing. Outside, the man at the far end had stopped singing.

‘I think,’ said Gaunt, ‘that you’re fatigued.’

‘I’m not in the least fatigued.’

‘You’ve been at sea four months.’

‘I’m well.’ She heard herself and stopped. She breathed in, and said it slowly. ‘I’d like to see the sample. If you’ve one. Of the pepper you mean to ship this season.’

‘That can be arranged.’

‘Today?’

‘If you wish.’ He hadn’t moved. ‘It’s a trifle. A sack or two of poor stuff, taken for the garrison’s rations. It’s usual. The best is kept apart.’

‘Then may I see the best?’

nobody breathed.

Then Mr Gaunt took off his spectacles, and polished them on a handkerchief, and put them on again.

‘Ferris,’ he said, without turning his head. ‘Bring the sample from the inner room.’

The young man with the papers made a noise. He’d come in behind them, with an ink-stain on his chin and a bundle of ledgers under his arm, and had stood the whole time with his brown eyes fixed on Minta’s face. She hadn’t noticed him. She noticed him now. He looked as a man looks who has seen a ship go down.

‘Sir,’ said Ferris. ‘The inner...’

‘The sample, Mr Ferris.’

‘Yes, sir.’

He went. She heard his boots on the stone, quick and uneven, and a key in a lock, and a wooden drawer. She kept still, with her three berries in her glove, and her heart beat against her ribs. It was only a sack of poor pepper. Her father had a dozen such in his cellar. It was nothing.

It isn’t nothing.

The young man came back. In his hand he held a little paper twist, folded and tied with red thread. He gave it to Gaunt. Gaunt, with a courteous little bow, passed it to Minta.

‘The best of the season,’ he said. ‘From the Tellicherry crop. I trust you’ll be satisfied.’

She untied the thread.

It was a good twist, she saw at once. The paper was clean. The berries were black, bright, evenly sized. They lay in her palm with a dry whisper, and she bent over them, and breathed in.

Fruit. Wood. Warmth. A sweet bite, rising slow from underneath.

Yes.

She put one berry between her teeth.

It cracked, with a pop, and a small hard heart. Heat bloomed on her tongue, slow and round and rising. It went up behind her nose and down her throat and she felt her eyes begin to water. It was pepper. It was fine pepper. It was the best she had tasted in her life.

She swallowed.

And she put a second berry on her tongue, because the first had been so good, and it was then, with the third berry, that she knew.

It was the same berry.

Every one of them. The same size. The same shine. The same brightness of black, to the last. She took ten from the twist and laid them in a row on her glove, and they were ten twins. In a sack of true pepper from a field, there’s no such thing. Pepper is picked by hand off a vine, and dried in the sun, and every berry knows its own weight. A hundred berries have a hundred weights. These ten were as alike as pins.

Picked out. By hand. One by one.

Somebody had sat for a week, with a sieve and a lamp, choosing ten thousand perfect berries to fill a paper twist. It was the best pepper she had ever tasted. And it was a lie.

‘Miss Westerley,’ said Gaunt. ‘Are you satisfied?’

She looked up.

He was looking at her. For the first time, he was looking straight at her face. His spectacles were two bright discs. Behind them his eyes were pale and still, and empty. She had the odd thought that she was being weighed, like a sack.

The cat on the sack stopped washing its paw.

‘Mr Gaunt,’ said Minta.

Her voice shook. She didn’t mean it to. She stood in the dust of the godown with a hundred sacks round her and the sweat cold on her back. She’d spent four months being sensible. She had a speech in her pocket, and a trunk of gowns, and a promise to a father who had put her on a ship with tears in his eyes.

‘I think you’ve been misinformed about your pepper,’ she said. ‘This isn’t Tellicherry. It’s been sorted. And the rest of it’s husk.’
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Chapter Two
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Tillotson

Mr Gaunt laughed.

It was a short laugh, like a drawer shutting. He took off his spectacles again, and wiped them, and put them back, and said, ‘You’ll forgive me, Miss Westerley. I’d forgotten what a long voyage does to the nerves.’

‘My nerves are fine.’

‘Mr Ferris, the lady’s trunks.’

‘Mr Gaunt, I only said what I tasted.’

‘You said a great deal.’ He smiled with his mouth. ‘And in a godown, at the end of four months, on an empty stomach. A poor sack, a lady’s fancy, a sample I’d have been wiser to hold back. We’ll say no more. Ferris will fetch your things. The palanquin is waiting.’

‘But the twist.’

‘The twist,’ said Gaunt gently, ‘was sorted by my own clerks for the Governor’s table. I’d call that a compliment to the stock, not a flaw in it.’

It was a good answer. She’d have believed it, from a stranger on a dry day. She was in the dusty light with ten black berries in her glove and her tongue still tingling, and thought that it was the best answer anyone could have given. And she thought, He didn’t ask which berries.

She didn’t say it.

She was sensible. She was kind. She’d been grateful for a hundred and twenty days.

‘Of course,’ said Minta. ‘You’re right. I’m so sorry.’

‘Not at all.’

Behind him Mr Ferris was standing with his armful of ledgers, and his face had gone the colour of tallow. He met her eye for one second. It was a hunted, miserable, apologetic look, the look of a dog who has been told to sit on a hot stove. Then he dropped his gaze to the floor and went to find the trunks.

❈ ❈ ❈

The palanquin was a box on poles, and Minta hated it at once.

It had curtains of green silk, and cushions, and a smell of sweat and sandalwood oil. It was carried by four men in white cloths who went at a trot, chanting a low grunting song in time with their feet. The box swung. Her bonnet slid. Through a slit in the curtain she saw a street go by, then another, then a wide dusty green with a few trees on it and a tall flagstaff, and a crowd of bullock-carts, and a man selling something yellow on a leaf.

‘The Green,’ said Mrs Dunstable, who rode in the box behind with the kettle on her knee. ‘Mrs Sprat’s house is on the north side.’

‘Mrs Dunstable.’

‘Yes, child.’

‘I think the pepper was bad.’

‘I know it was.’

Minta turned round. The curtain of her box was open an inch, and she could see the older woman’s face, weathered and square under its cap, with the sweat running down it in the heat.

‘You know?’

‘My dear, I’ve sat in your father’s shop. I’ve drunk his tea while he told the whole of Mincing Lane what his daughter could do. When you went white in that godown, I knew exactly what you’d found.’

‘Then why didn’t you say so?’

‘Because I’ve been alive for sixty years.’ Mrs Dunstable shifted the kettle. ‘A woman who says what she knows in front of a man like that, on her first afternoon, will be put on the next ship home. Or something worse. Say nothing, and look stupid. It’s the finest weapon a woman has.’

‘I’m not stupid.’

‘Then you’ll find it hard.’ The kettle clinked. ‘Don’t tell Mrs Sprat. She’ll tell the parrot.’

‘The what?’

‘It’s a mynah,’ said Mrs Dunstable darkly. ‘Mr Ferris told me, while he was loading the trunks. He thinks it’s a Mohammedan.’

❈ ❈ ❈

The Chaplain’s house stood in the shade of three tamarind trees, at the north end of the Green, and it was exactly like a house in Kent that had been put in an oven.

It had a front door with a brass knocker, and a hall with a hat-stand, and a good many small dark rooms full of horsehair furniture and china dogs. A fan of woven grass hung from the ceiling of the parlour on a rope, and a brown boy sat in the corner pulling the rope. The windows were shuttered against the sun. Every surface was covered with a lace cloth. On a table by the sofa stood a tall cage of bamboo, with a cloth over it.

‘My dear!’ said Mrs Sprat. ‘My dear, dear girl!’

She was about fifty. She was short and round and pink, with a lace cap, a great many keys at her belt and a pair of bright blue eyes that never stayed still. She seized Minta by both hands, and kissed her on both cheeks, and held her at arm’s length and said, ‘You’re so pretty! And so thin! And so red! You’ve caught the sun already! You must use cucumber. Mr Sprat will be so pleased. He’s at the church, you know, the new one, they’ve been building it for twenty years. He’s worn out with it. Now, you’ll be wanting tea. Rama! Tea! No, not that, the good one!’

‘You’re kind,’ said Minta.

‘And this is your dear companion! Mrs Dunstable, is it? How do you do! You’ve brought your own kettle! How sensible!’

‘The water,’ said Mrs Dunstable.

‘Oh, it’s good. It comes from the well in the yard. We lost the cook last month, but it wasn’t the water, it was the cholera. You’ll hardly notice it.’ Mrs Sprat beamed. ‘Rama!’

‘I’ll see to the water myself, thank you,’ said Mrs Dunstable.

She was gone in five minutes. She came back in twenty, with her sleeves rolled and a grim, pleased look, and sat down in the best chair and said, ‘There was a dead rat in the well.’

‘Oh, that’s Tuesday’s rat,’ said Mrs Sprat.

Minta put her teacup down carefully.

‘It was, certainly, a rat,’ said Mrs Dunstable.

‘We think it fell in.’

‘Did you fish it out?’

‘Rama did. He fishes them out, you know, every week, and then he puts the cover back. We’ve had no illness in the house for nearly a fortnight.’ Mrs Sprat’s blue eyes slid sideways. ‘Mr Gaunt has been so kind to us. Such a gentleman. You’ll be happy, my dear. Everyone says so. He’s the soundest man in the Company, and so quiet. Oh, you must see Tillotson!’

‘Who?’

‘My bird.’

She was across the room before anyone could stop her. She whisked the cloth off the cage with a flourish like a conjuror, and a tall dark glossy bird, as big as a thrush, with a bright yellow eye and a patch of yellow at the throat, blinked at them from its perch. It put its head on one side. It looked at Minta. It looked at Mrs Dunstable. It looked at the kettle.

‘He’s named for the Archbishop,’ said Mrs Sprat proudly. ‘Mr Sprat wished it. He talks, you know. He picks up everything. Isn’t he clever? Say good afternoon, Tillotson!’

The bird said nothing.

‘Say good afternoon!’

The bird scratched its neck with one foot.

‘He’s shy,’ said Mrs Sprat. ‘He’s like that with strangers. Wait till you hear him at night.’

‘I look forward to it,’ said Mrs Dunstable.

‘He’ll say anything. He said damn to the Bishop’s wife. Rama says it was the cook, but I know better. Oh, he says such dreadful things about the pirate.’

‘What pirate?’ said Minta.

She’d said it before she thought. And then Mrs Sprat turned round, and her face changed. The pink drained out. The blue eyes went wide. She put one hand to her lace cap, and drew in a long breath like a woman about to describe a shipwreck.

‘My dear,’ she said. ‘You haven’t heard.’

‘No.’

‘He’s called Corrigan.’

From the cage, in a clear loud cheerful voice that wasn’t a bird’s, a voice that sounded exactly like a bearer shouting in the yard, there came the words: ‘Corrigan! Hang him! Hang him!’

Minta jumped.

‘You see,’ said Mrs Sprat. ‘He knows.’

❈ ❈ ❈

The blue room was at the top of the stairs, and it had a bed under a tent of white gauze.

Minta sat on the edge of it with her shoes off. The floor was a sheet of hot matting. A lizard, pale as a candle, clung to the wall above the washstand, and watched her with one black bead of an eye. Mrs Dunstable was on her knees in the corner, lighting a spirit lamp under the kettle with the air of a woman setting a charge.

‘It’s a hundred degrees,’ said Minta.

‘Ninety-six. I’ve read the glass.’

‘Why do we need hot water?’

‘For the tea.’

‘Wouldn’t cold be kinder?’

‘It would be kinder to the tea.’ The wick caught. ‘Get into the net, child. They have mosquitoes here that could carry off a hen.’

Minta didn’t get into the net. She’d taken her letter case out of her pocket, and opened it on her knee, and was looking at the top letter. It was the one she’d read in the cabin until the folds wore thin. It was written in a round, open, easy hand, with a long swing to the tails of the ys and a little flourish on every capital. It said, I find the monsoon like a creditor.

She laid beside it the slip of paper that Gaunt had given the head bearer at the quay. He had scribbled on it in a hurry, in pencil, to say where the trunks were to go. It was written in a cramped, upright, narrow hand, as hard as a row of nails.

She looked from one to the other.

‘Mrs Dunstable.’

‘Yes?’

‘Do you think a man can have two handwritings?’

‘I think a man can have a clerk.’

‘Yes. Of course.’ She folded the slip. ‘He must dictate them. A man in trade would.’

‘I’m sure he does.’

‘It’s only that the letters sound so different from him.’

Mrs Dunstable put the lid on the kettle. She did it slowly, with her back turned, and her shoulders straight.

‘Get into the net,’ she said, more gently. ‘You’ll think better in the morning.’

❈ ❈ ❈

By supper she knew all of it.

She knew that Black Matt Corrigan was the terror of the western coast. She knew that he’d been born in Ireland, and hanged in effigy at Cork, and that he commanded a frigate of thirty guns called the Mairéad, and had once cut the throat of a Dutch captain for singing out of tune. She knew that he’d taken six pepper convoys in two seasons, all but one of them without firing a shot. She knew that the Company had put five hundred pounds on his head, and that the Governor wouldn’t go out after dark.

She knew that he had a tail.

‘The cook’s cousin saw it,’ said Mrs Sprat. ‘At Mahim. He says it’s short.’

‘I see,’ said Minta.

‘And he eats a baby every Friday.’

‘Mrs Sprat,’ said Mrs Dunstable. ‘You’ve got the gravy on your sleeve.’

They were five at supper. There was Mr Sprat, the Chaplain, a long thin yellow man with a cough, who ate in silence and left early. There was Mr Gaunt, who had come at seven in a clean coat and sat at the foot of the table and looked at the salt. There was Mr Ferris, who’d been asked at the last minute to make up the number, and who sat opposite Minta with his elbows in and his ink-stained hands in his lap, and who looked at his plate like a man expecting it to bite.

And there was a cage in the corner, with the cloth thrown back, and a bright yellow eye.

‘You’re quiet, Miss Westerley,’ said Gaunt.

‘I’m tired.’

‘It’s a long voyage.’

‘It was long.’ She smiled at him. It was an effort. She had decided in the palanquin to be kind, and she was determined to be, whatever the pepper was. ‘Mr Gaunt, I wanted to tell you something. I told you on the quay that your letters were a comfort. I meant it. There was one I read so often I know it by heart. About the monsoon.’

‘The monsoon.’

‘You wrote that it was like a creditor. That it announced itself with a rumble, and then called in everything at once.’ She felt her colour rise. ‘I laughed out loud in the cabin. Mrs Dunstable thought I was ill.’

‘I did,’ said Mrs Dunstable.

Mr Gaunt was silent.

It was a short silence. It lasted perhaps two seconds. But in it Minta saw something she didn’t understand. Mr Gaunt’s long white hand, on the cloth, had gone still. His eyes were on the salt. And across the table, on the other side of the candles, Mr Ferris had put down his fork, and was staring at his plate with a stricken look, and his ears had gone the colour of beetroot.

‘Ah,’ said Gaunt. ‘Yes.’

‘Do you remember?’

‘I remember.’

‘You wrote it in the second letter.’

‘You’re surprised that I should remember a trifle.’ He lifted his eyes to her left ear. ‘A man who writes sixty letters in a year doesn’t recall each one. But I take your meaning. The monsoon is, as you say, a creditor. It will be on us in a fortnight.’

‘What a clever thing to say, Mr Gaunt,’ said Mrs Sprat.

‘It’s a commonplace.’

‘It’s in Dryden,’ said Mr Sprat, and got up and went out.

There was a pause. Mr Ferris cleared his throat. Minta looked across the table at him, and found he was looking at her, and he looked away so fast that he knocked over his salt.

Oh.

It was only a thought, thin and cold, and she didn’t know where it came from. She pushed it out of her mind. She was tired, that was all. She was hot, and she was a long way from home, and she’d been given a strange supper, and a man had laughed at her in a godown.

‘There,’ said Mrs Sprat, scooping up salt. ‘Nobody’s hurt. Rama! A cloth!’

From the corner a voice said, flat, dry and careful, like a clerk reading out a column of figures, ‘Three thousand by the Saturday.’

Everyone stopped.

It was the mynah. It sat with its head on one side and its yellow eye on Mr Gaunt. It said it again, in the same dry voice, counting. ‘Three thousand. By the Saturday.’

‘Tillotson!’ cried Mrs Sprat. ‘Naughty bird!’

‘He picks up everything,’ said Mr Ferris, white to the lips. ‘He’s quick. He heard it from the street, I expect. Anybody might say it. It’s nothing.’

‘Just so,’ said Gaunt.

His voice was level. He picked up his glass and drank. But Minta, across the table, saw his hand, and the edge of the glass chattered once against his teeth.

❈ ❈ ❈

She came out onto the verandah at nine. She couldn’t sleep, and she’d left her shawl.

It was a deep, dark, scented night. The Green lay below her, empty and silver under a moon as big as a plate. Frogs were shouting in the ditch. A bat went over. Far off, from the direction of the harbour, a man was singing, so low and so breathy that she could scarcely hear it, a slow sad song about a girl who had sailed away to Spain. It came and went on the wind. It was the most beautiful sound she’d heard in four months.

She stopped in the shadow of a pillar.

Mr Gaunt was standing at the end of the verandah, in the dark, holding his hat by the brim. Mrs Dunstable was beside him. Neither of them had seen her. The little lamp over the door made two long shadows on the boards.

‘A remarkable palate,’ Gaunt was saying. ‘Remarkable. Her father must have trained her from the cradle.’

‘He did,’ said Mrs Dunstable.

‘It’s a rare thing in a woman. I admire it. I admire it greatly.’ His voice was low and pleasant, like a man discussing a horse. ‘But it’s a gift, madam, that one should be careful with. In company. Among the wrong sort of people. It would be a pity if it were used carelessly.’

‘Would it?’

‘It would be a great pity.’

There was a silence. Minta could hear her own heart. The song from the harbour had stopped.

‘I’ll tell you what would be a pity, Mr Gaunt,’ said Mrs Dunstable, in her flat Hampshire voice. ‘It would be a pity if anyone tried to stop her.’

‘I’m sure no one would.’

‘Good.’

‘I wish you good night, madam.’

He bowed. He put on his hat. He went down the steps into the moonlight, a tall black figure with a thin back, and his shadow went before him across the Green like a long dark hand.

Minta was in the shadow of the pillar, and found she was holding on to it, and that her palm was wet.

He knows I’m right.
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Chapter Three
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The Brave Dead

The Governor’s hall held eighty candles and a hundred and twelve people, and Minta couldn’t get her breath.

It was the heat. It rose from the floor, and fell from the roof, and sat in the middle of the room like a fourth guest at every table. Servants in white stood behind every chair, waving great fans of peacock feathers on long poles. The fans did nothing. The candles dripped. A line of sweat ran down Minta’s back under her second-best silk, and another ran between her shoulder blades, and she sat bolt upright and thought, I won’t faint. I won’t faint in front of the Company.

‘Is this water boiled?’ said Mrs Dunstable.

‘It’s Madeira, madam,’ said the footman.

‘Is the Madeira boiled?’

‘No, madam.’

‘Then you may take it away.’

The footman looked at the Governor. The Governor, a stout old gentleman in a scarlet coat and a large wig, who sat at the head of the long table with his chin on his chest, was asleep. The footman took the Madeira away.

It was Tuesday, the fifth of May. She’d been in Bombay three days. In that time she’d been to church, and to tea, and to the Chaplain’s pew, and had sat through a sermon on the sin of presumption without once looking at Mr Gaunt. She’d seen him twice. He’d called each time, in a clean coat, and sat in Mrs Sprat’s parlour for exactly twenty minutes, and talked about the wedding. It was to be on the sixth of June. A Saturday. He’d said the date three times.

He doesn’t look at me. He looks at the clock.

‘Miss Westerley,’ said a voice at her elbow. ‘You don’t eat.’

She turned.

A man was bending towards her over the back of her chair. He was past sixty. He was tall and spare and gently stooped, with a long grey face and a high bald forehead and a pair of mild, tired, deeply kind brown eyes. He wore a black coat with no lace. In his hand was a silver cup.

‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘I’m Hobart Mace. I ought to have been presented. I’m afraid the Deputy Governor is the last man in Bombay to know his own place at a table.’

‘Mr Mace.’ She half rose. ‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.’

‘Don’t stand. I’m only a nuisance.’ He smiled, and sat down on the empty chair beside her, with the stiff care of a man whose bones ache. ‘I had to come and see you. I knew your father.’

‘My father?’

‘Samuel Westerley, of Mincing Lane. I was a young factor in Surat when he first sent out his pepper-tasters. A sharp man. He sold me a pound of cloves in the year seventy-nine that I’ve never forgotten. He said, “Taste it, sir, and tell me what it’s worth,” and I said four shillings, and he said, “No, sir. Six. You’ve a poor palate.”’ Mr Mace chuckled. ‘I’ve been a better judge ever since.’

‘That sounds like him.’

‘And you have his gift, I hear.’

She froze.

‘Do I?’

‘Mr Gaunt tells me so. He says you can name a pepper by its smell.’ The mild brown eyes rested on her face. ‘He is proud of it. I think you will be happy with him, Miss Westerley. He’s the best of my young men. The most careful. There is nothing in the stores of this island that he does not know.’

‘That’s a lot to know.’

‘It does. It weighs on him.’

‘Mr Mace,’ said Minta, ‘you’re kind.’

‘I’m an old man,’ said Mr Mace gently, ‘with a good many orphans to feed. It’s the only thing I’m good at.’ He lifted his cup. ‘I’ll leave you to your supper. But I wanted you to know that you have a friend in the Fort. Anything you need.’

He rose, and patted her hand, and moved off down the hall with his stiff slow walk. The servants bowed as he passed. A small child in a pinafore, who had been let in to stand by the sideboard, ran to him and put its hand in his.

She watched him go. She felt warm all through, and a little ashamed.

He’s kind.

‘He is,’ said a voice at her other side, low and shaking. ‘He’s the kindest man in Bombay.’

‘Mr Ferris!’

He was standing behind her chair with a glass of lemonade in each hand, and his usual look of someone who has trodden on something. He gave her one. He had, she saw, washed the ink off his chin.

‘I thought you might be thirsty, Miss Westerley.’

‘I am. Thank you.’

‘It’s boiled.’

‘Did Mrs Dunstable tell you?’

‘She told me twice.’ A faint, startled smile crossed his face, and was gone. ‘May I say something?’

‘Please.’

‘It’s hot.’

‘Yes.’

‘I only thought I’d say it.’ He went scarlet. ‘I’m not good at this. I beg your pardon. I’ll go.’

‘Don’t go,’ said Minta. ‘Please. Sit down. You’re the only person in the room who looks as miserable as I am.’

He sat. He sat on the edge of the chair like a bird. For ten minutes they said nothing at all, and sipped their lemonade, and looked at the Governor, who had woken up and was eating a mango with a spoon.

❈ ❈ ❈

The terrace ran along the seaward wall of the Castle, and the whole company had come out to it for air.

It was no cooler. But the sun was down, and the sky over the water had turned the colour of a peach, and a little wind off the harbour moved the hair on Minta’s neck. Ladies stood in knots with their fans. Gentlemen smoked. Far below, the sea slapped at the foot of the wall, and a hundred riding-lights were coming out among the ships.

‘May I take you along the rampart?’ said Gaunt.

‘Thank you.’

He gave her his arm. It was thin and stiff, like a wooden arm in a coat. They walked. A sentry in a red turban presented his matchlock. Beyond the sentry a line of cannon pointed at the sea, and beyond the cannon, far off, a weathered sail stood against the sunset and didn’t seem to move.

‘The pirates,’ said Gaunt, following her eye. ‘They come close at this season. The Company has lost six convoys in two years.’

‘Six!’

‘Six. All on the Malabar run. The Ruby of Calicut, in February last. The Hopewell. The Fair Ann. The Sultana of Anjengo, the St Antony and the Nightingale.’ He said the names like a man reading a list of tradesmen. ‘Four hundred candies, three hundred, five hundred. I don’t recall the odd figures. Twenty-two hundred candies in all, taken by a single hand.’

‘By Corrigan.’

‘By Corrigan.’

‘Did he kill the crews?’

‘There were no crews.’ He paused. ‘That’s to say, they were put ashore. In boats. I believe the sailors were well treated. It’s a peculiarity of the man.’

‘Then how do you know it was him?’

‘Miss Westerley.’ He turned his spectacles on her left shoulder. ‘You ask a good many questions.’

‘I’m sorry. It’s my father’s trade.’

‘So.’ A dry little pause. ‘The masters of the convoys swore to it before the Governor. It’s all on the record. I don’t think you need trouble your head.’

‘No. Of course.’

She looked at the slate sail. It was growing smaller. She said, ‘It seems a lot of pepper to lose.’

‘It’s a lot.’

‘Does the Company bear it?’

‘The Company underwrites the convoys. It pays the owners, from the Marine Fund. I sign the claims.’ For a moment he almost looked at her. ‘It’s a heavy responsibility. I’m glad to have a wife who understands trade.’

He bent his head. It was meant for a courtesy. She saw the pale crown of his wig, and the bone of his wrist, and the smooth grey back of a man who had said a thing a good many times. She felt nothing at all. It was like standing next to a clock.

Six convoys. Twenty-two hundred candies.

Why does it sound like a lesson?

❈ ❈ ❈

At nine the Deputy Governor stood up.

It took a long time. Mr Mace had to be helped to his feet, and he stood with one hand on the table and the other raised for silence, and the room, which had been loud, turned slowly quiet. The fans stopped. The candles burned straight. Somewhere in the minstrels’ gallery over the door, a fiddle gave a apologetic squeak.

‘My lord Governor,’ said Mr Mace. ‘Ladies. Gentlemen.’

His voice was soft, and it carried.

‘It’s the custom of this house, on the first Tuesday of the month, to drink a toast I never fail to give, and one I hope I shall never have to cease giving. You will bear with an old man.’ He lifted his silver cup. ‘Three years ago this summer the ship Cassandra, of the Honourable Company, was lost with all hands off Mocha. A hundred and eighty-one souls. They had gone out to the Red Sea for the Company’s trade. They were burned, in the night, by pirates, and the sea took them.’

There was a murmur. A woman at the foot of the table put a handkerchief to her eyes.

‘I knew them,’ said Mr Mace. ‘I was Chief at Surat. I wrote the letters to their mothers. I have written a hundred and eighty-one, and some I have written twice.’ His voice shook, slightly. ‘I ask you to stand, and to drink to the brave dead of the Cassandra, and to the confusion of the villains who made them so.’

The chairs scraped. A hundred and twelve people rose together, with a great rustle of silk. Minta stood with her glass. She wasn’t looking at the Deputy Governor. She didn’t know why. She was looking at the gallery.

There were five musicians in it. A tall fiddler, a stout flute, a boy with a drum, an old man with a bass viol. And a fifth. A man at the back, in a
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