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A Letter to Somebody, from Somebody Else

Tonight, I cannot recall what year it is. Try as I might, I can’t think how long I’ve been here, in this residential home that’s really a hospital – this place of the old, the infirm, the forgotten … and the forgetful. I asked a nurse – a young woman with freckles and a quiet voice – to remind me, but she wouldn’t. She said I would panic again, that I mustn’t fret; time isn’t important. And yet, it feels so important to me. I am sure, you see, that I’ve been in this place too long. I have an awful sense I’ve been here for very many years.

I know that it was 1915 when I became a patient. I remember that much at least. And that I marked the date in the book I was given then: a leather-bound journal, handed to me during my first session with Dr Arnold to take note of all the things my broken memory mightn’t keep hold of. Anything that comes to you, Arnold said, jot it down directly. His words have somehow stayed with me; for all I’ve forgotten, I can hear his voice even now, picture the open fire in his study, feel its warmth, quite as though I am still sitting before it, my skin prickling beneath my convalescent blues. View your past as a puzzle, he said, one you must slot together. Don’t let any piece slide away. I haven’t seen Arnold in a long time. I cannot recall when or why we parted. Perhaps he gave up on my puzzle.

Something I can never let myself do.

Today, after morning tea, I fell asleep quite suddenly. It happens like that. I never fight it. My dreams are all I have left of that other world: the one I’m sure I once belonged to. It was full of heat, light and colour; so much life. There was a party, on the banks of a sea. Nothing like the tame affairs we hold here – no finger sandwiches, diluted cordial, and crackers that don’t make bangs. It was loud, packed with people; the music of a ragtime band.

A figure, a woman in a silk dress, stood in the darkness with her back to me, gloved fingers touching a chair.

It was you. I am certain it was you.

The sky seemed to explode above. I watched you look up, the arch of your neck. I waited for you to turn, to see me. Something – a memory? – told me that you would.

Cheers filled the night, the opening chords of a song I cannot place, and still, I waited.

Slowly, you dipped your head. Your chin tilted, over your bare shoulder; the hint of your cheekbone coming round.

I held my breath. Even as I slept in my chair, I wasn’t breathing.

When I woke, as I always wake before you allow me a glimpse of your face, there were tears on my cheeks.

I have no recollection of what you look like, and yet I know that if I saw you, I’d recognise you instantly. I am certain you are beautiful. I want to think that we were happy together once. I try to believe our story was a wonderful one. But I am here, old and alone, and you are not, so I don’t know how that can have been.

To return to you is all I need, yet it feels more impossible with every passing day. Because however often I dream these dreams, however patiently I wait for my broken mind to conjure just one starting clue that might lead me back to you – an initial, the name of a place, just the smallest detail – it never does. I don’t know where you’re from, who you are to me, or if you’re even alive. I try so hard, every hour of every day, to remember, but sometimes I can’t even recall that I’m meant to be remembering your name.

And I still have no idea, after all these many, many years, of where I’ve been, what events took me from you, how I came to be in that hospital in 1915.

Or who on earth I am.


Chapter One

Bombay, 31 December 1913

It always seemed so strange to Maddy how, within the space of moments, life could go from being one thing to another thing entirely – with no hint, no warning sense of the change afoot. After that New Year’s Eve of 1913 especially, she’d often pause, bewildered by how oblivious she’d been in those hours leading up to midnight, caught up in the furore of the Royal Yacht Club’s party, never once suspecting what was just round the corner. But that night, as the clock edged towards 1914 and the ragtime band struck up a fresh set, filling the club’s hot, candlelit ballroom with Scott Joplin, and the vibrating dance floor with couples – a throng of sequinned gowns and evening suits, racing across the boards in another sweaty quick-step – she thought of nothing but the heat, the music.

She had absolutely no idea of everything that was about to come her way.

She kept to the edge of the floor. Having danced the last five, she was happy to spectate for now, catch her breath and feel the cool relief of her iced gin and tonic pressed to her cheek. Rolling the glass on her baking skin, she let her eyes move over the opulence surrounding her. It was a lavish party, even by Bombay’s standards, and she, fresh from the soft, cosy world of her aunt and uncle’s in Oxfordshire, had to keep reminding herself that she wasn’t trespassing on a theatre set, but actually now belonged in this steamy, foreign land. White-clothed tables fringed the dance floor, groaning beneath platters of curry puffs, naan and exotic fruits. At the long wooden bar, tureens of punch jostled for space with buckets of champagne. Coloured lanterns burned everywhere – on the tables, the walls – casting the panelled room in tinted light; their waxy scent mixed with perfume and hair pomade, the muggy heat which wafted in through the ajar veranda doors. There was no Christmas tree – apparently none could be got in India – but instead an arrangement of mango and banana tree branches had been decorated with baubles and balanced precariously by the ballroom’s grand entrance. It was rather an odd-looking construction, certainly like no fir Maddy had ever seen, and somehow succeeded in making it feel less rather than more like Christmas – much like the humidity-dampened paper hats Maddy’s father, Richard, had insisted they all wear on Christmas Day. It had felt so incongruous to be eating a turkey lunch out on the villa’s sun-baked veranda, peacocks sauntering by.

Richard was wearing another hat now. It was impossible not to laugh at the sight of him across the room – the head of the Bombay civil service, every inch the distinguished colonial servant in his pristine white tie – with a purple polka dot crown tipping jauntily on his greying hair. He was trying to coax Maddy’s mother, Alice, into a dance. Alice – who unlike every other person in the room still looked as cool as a Pimm’s cucumber, fair curls in place, not even a hint of sheen to her porcelain skin – held her gloved hands up, refusing. Maddy wondered if there was even the tiniest part of her that was tempted to do the opposite, say, ‘Yes. Yes, please. What the devil?’ Maddy wished she would. It would be rather nice to see her let loose for once, take Richard’s arm and career into the fray with the same happy abandon as everyone else.

But Richard was already turning away, creases of resignation on his weathered face. Maddy felt a stab of pity for him, then again as he pushed his chin up and set off towards the bar. Why couldn’t Alice have just danced with him? Maddy, pulling at the damp neckline of her dress, didn’t even attempt to answer her own question. For all she’d been in India two months now, back living with her parents after more than a decade in England (she’d gone home for school, like almost all children of the Raj, but also to escape the tropical fevers she’d been so prone to as a child. ‘We couldn’t keep you well,’ her father had told her sadly, many times. ‘It was terrifying … ’), she often felt she understood her crisp, contained mother no better than she had that sweltering October day she’d docked in Bombay and met her again.

‘Don’t look so serious,’ came a voice from Maddy’s left, making her start, ‘not on New Year’s.’

Maddy turned, met the mock-scolding glare of her friend, Della Wilson. The two of them had been on the voyage over from Tilbury together, in the same row of cabins as all the other single women on their way to families in India – in Della’s case, to stay with her older brother, Peter. They’d bonded over the ship’s irresistible high teas, their discomfort at the rest of the passengers’ assumption that they were all part of the ‘fishing fleet’, India-bound to find husbands. Which of course is exactly what my mother is hoping I’ll do, Della had said through a mouthful of chocolate eclair. It’s why she let me come. Not that I’m averse. She’d swallowed. I’d just much rather go tiger hunting instead.

‘Where did you spring from?’ Maddy asked her now. ‘I haven’t seen you all night.’

‘I’ve only just got here,’ Della said. ‘You can blame Peter for that, if he ever decides to come.’

‘Where is he?’

‘Heaven knows. He was meeting some friend earlier at the Taj Mahal Hotel, but was meant to be coming back to the house to fetch me. I imagine they both got lost by way of the Taj bar.’ She fanned her flushed face. ‘I was worried I was going to miss midnight, so I hailed a rickshaw in the end. Don’t tell Peter. He keeps telling me off for getting them alone.’

Maddy, who’d oft heard Peter bemoan how much simpler his life had been before his irrepressible sister had descended on it, laughed and said, ‘Poor Peter.’

‘Poor Peter nothing,’ said Della. ‘God,’ she blew air from her bottom lip, ‘it’s oven-like in here. Come outside? We can squeeze a quick smoke in before he gets here and tells me off for that too.’

Maddy, deciding she could do with one – and without another raised eyebrow from her mother – nodded.

‘So who’ve you been dancing with?’ Della asked as, together, they picked their way through the heaving room.

‘The usual suspects,’ said Maddy, naming a couple of army captains, a perpetually sunburnt naval officer, and a handful of civil servants who, like Peter, worked for her father in the Bombay offices.

‘Not Guy Bowen?’ said Della, in an overly innocent voice and a nod to where he was standing, deep in conversation with some of the other surgeons from the military hospital.

Maddy rolled her eyes. ‘Would you stop it?’ she said. ‘He’s my parents’ friend.’

‘Your friend too. He calls on you often enough.’

Maddy pushed the veranda door wide. ‘He could be my father.’

‘Not really,’ said Della. ‘He can’t be much over forty. You’re almost twenty-three.’

‘I’m fairly sure,’ said Maddy, ‘that he used to bounce me on his knee when I was a little girl.’

‘Did he just?’ said Della, in a way that made them both burst out laughing.

They carried on into the close, balmy night. As they went out onto the seaside terrace, the band played on, and the clock in the pulsing ballroom behind them struck eleven: the very last hour of 1913.

It was quieter outside, the sultry air acting as a muffler on the music, the voices of all those milling around, lounging at the tables in the shadows. Flame torches crackled, lighting Maddy and Della’s way to the sea wall. Not that they really needed them. This was hardly the first time they’d disappeared off for a cigarette together. They’d discovered the hidden spot on the sea stairs at a do not long after they’d arrived and had been using it to escape the watchful eyes of their relatives and the gossiping memsahibs ever since – much as they’d used to slip off to the P&O lifeboat decks on the voyage.

As they walked through the blackness, Maddy opened her clutch, searching out the cigarettes her parents’ bearer kept her supplied with. (‘I am doing it for a small fee, yes?’ he’d said hopefully, the first time she’d asked. ‘Yes,’ she’d agreed, handing over the rupees, ‘yes. And for my sanity, too.’) She was still rummaging amongst her comb, matches and powder compact when Della grabbed her hand and squealed, ‘Quick, Peter’s coming.’

Reflexively, Maddy turned to look in the direction of the grand Taj Hotel, dropping her matches in the process. She bent to fetch them, eyes on the approaching Peter. He was easy enough to spot, even on the dark promenade; it was his slight build, that ambling walk of his. He hadn’t seen them. He was talking to the other man with him, Maddy assumed the friend he’d collected from the Taj. She stared, taking in the stranger’s outline beneath the palms. He was taller than Peter, broader too. She wondered briefly who he was, but didn’t give it much thought. She didn’t have time; Della beckoned her on.

Abandoning her matches, Maddy followed in Della’s hasty wake, gathering up her silk skirts to climb over the sea wall, then down the damp stairs to perch beside a breathless Della on the usual step.

It was quieter yet nestled beneath the terrace. The water rippled against the stone wall, and local children splashed, playing – despite the late hour – in the Arabian Sea, in and out of the nearby fishing boats. A gentle breeze carried from the city, musty with pollen, dust and drains, the heat of hundreds of thousands of people. Maddy felt it cloak her sticky bare back, her upper arms, and let her shoulders loosen, relishing the calm after the glittering intensity above. Placing a cigarette to her lips, she leant over to let Della light it, and inhaled, closing her eyes at the rush of lightness to her head.

‘I wonder what everyone’s doing back in grey old England,’ said Della, in a tone that made it clear how much she enjoyed the thought that whatever it was, it was nothing like this.

‘Do you really not miss it?’ Maddy asked. ‘Not even a bit?’

‘Not even a smidgen,’ said Della. She looked at Maddy sideways, a tease in her round eyes. ‘You should try it, you’d be much more comfortable.’

‘Easy for you to say,’ said Maddy, because it was. Della had an open ticket to travel back whenever she wanted; family, friends that she knew she’d see again.

‘You were so looking forward to coming,’ Della reminded her, ‘on the boat.’

‘I know,’ said Maddy, ‘I do know.’ But on the voyage, she’d thought her trip to India was just a holiday. She’d been excited. With college finished, it had all felt like such an adventure, one to relish before she took up the teaching post she’d been offered. And she’d been desperate to see her father again. Unlike her mother, he’d visited her every couple of years in Oxford where she’d been staying with her Aunt Edie – his sister. When Maddy was younger, she’d used to cross off the days until his next trip in her diary, drawing up elaborate itineraries for picnics, trips to the theatre, all of that. A long spell staying with him had seemed such a treat. She’d even let herself hope for … something … with her mother: a relationship beyond stilted letters with foreign postmarks, perhaps. However, somewhere between her P&O liner leaving Port Said and arriving at the chaotic docks in Bombay, things had rather fallen apart for Aunt Edie and Uncle Fitz in Oxford, and Maddy no longer had a home left in England to go back to, no job either, thanks to Uncle Fitz, nor means to set herself up on her own. Just a mother who became ever less talkative whenever she raised the subject of whether she and Richard might see their way to helping her do it.

‘It’ll get easier,’ said Della.

Maddy exhaled smoke, making a haze of the stars. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘of course it will.’ It wasn’t too hard to believe, not on a night like this, well away from her silent days with Alice in the villa, and with music playing above, children laughing below. ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘I have it on good authority that it takes at least a year to feel settled in a place.’

‘Whose?’

‘My father’s.’

‘Excellent,’ said Della. ‘Peter would approve.’

Maddy smiled. Then, keen to move the conversation on, said, ‘How was your Christmas?’

‘Ripping,’ said Della, and went on to give an account of the trip she’d convinced Peter not to tell their parents she’d booked for herself – an organised tour of the waterways of Kerala; so many sunsets, visits to bankside villages and freshly caught fish cooked over coals each night. It did all sound quite ripping.

‘You lucky thing,’ said Maddy. ‘Cocktails at the Gymkhana Club was about as adventurous as our Christmas got. Although,’ she said, ‘Cook did curry the turkey for lunch.’

‘How very native,’ said Della.

‘Honestly,’ said Maddy, tapping her cigarette, ‘I think it was more about disguising the taste of the meat.’ No one had had any idea of how long the unfortunate bird had been waiting, plucked and ready at the market. They’d all been poorly afterwards. (‘Par for the course,’ Richard had said over dried crackers and tonic the next day. ‘I’m only ever one of Cook’s curries away from my ideal weight.’ ‘Richard,’ Alice had said, ‘really.’)

‘Did you see much of Guy?’ Della asked.

Maddy groaned. ‘Not this again.’

‘Come on, tell me, do,’ said Della.

‘Della, he’s like my uncle.’

‘A very attentive uncle.’

Maddy made no reply, hoping the look she shot Della would be enough to put her off.

Which of course it wasn’t. ‘I quite like the idea of an older man, you know,’ Della said. ‘And Guy does it so well. Rather heavenly, if you ask me.’

‘No one is asking you.’

‘A surgeon, too. Think what he can do with his—’

Maddy kicked her.

‘Ouch.’ Della laughed, reached for her shin. ‘Fine, I’ll stop.’

‘Thank God.’ Maddy flicked her cigarette out to sea, and looked back, up towards the club, the drifting music of the ragtime band. ‘Ready to go?’ she asked.

‘We probably should,’ said Della. ‘I’m starting to worry Peter might have gone home after all to fetch me.’

Peter hadn’t gone home to fetch her. (‘What a rotter,’ breathed Della.) He was still outside, drinking at one of the round tables with his usual crowd. Maddy recognised nearly all of them from evenings and weekends spent at the city’s various clubs; the Bombay social scene was as small as it was hectic. She’d danced with most of them that night. There was only one there she didn’t know: Peter’s friend. He sat just back from the table, his face hidden from the glow of the flickering lanterns. Unlike all the other men, he wasn’t in evening suit, just trousers and a shirt, a linen jacket. It made Maddy look twice, wonder afresh who he was.

He turned, as though sensing her curiosity. She flushed, feeling caught out, and switched her attention to Peter, who stood as she and Della approached.

‘Della Wilson,’ Peter said. ‘I don’t even want to know that you were just down there smoking.’

‘I—’ began Della.

‘No, I insist you don’t tell me. That way I won’t have to lie again when our mother wires to ask how you’re behaving.’ He shot Maddy a despairing look. ‘I’ve never told so many lies in my life.’

Maddy laughed, a little self-consciously; she had the strongest sense the man in the linen jacket was still looking at her, probably wondering why she’d been staring at him.

‘I was going to say,’ retorted Della, ‘that I can’t believe you just left me at the villa.’

‘I knew you’d be all right.’

‘I might still be there. I could have missed the whole party.’

‘And yet,’ Peter said, ‘here you somehow are. Maddy, come here.’ He reached forward to kiss her still-flushed cheek. ‘You’re very warm,’ he said.

‘I’m fine.’

‘You need champagne,’ he said, and turned to the table in search of a bottle. ‘Any New Year resolutions?’ he asked.

‘I haven’t thought,’ Maddy said.

‘Untrue,’ said Della. ‘You’re going to try and not be homesick.’

‘But that’s no good,’ said Peter, handing them both brimming glasses.

Maddy had to ask. ‘Why not?’

‘Because resolutions never stick,’ he said.

‘That’s rather negative,’ she said, and, from the corner of her eye, caught the turn of the stranger’s head. He was still too far back for her to see him properly; she more felt than saw his smile.

‘Just candid,’ said Peter. ‘They really never do.’

‘Well,’ she said, one eye on his friend (had he smiled?), ‘since it’s not really my resolution, perhaps it will.’

‘That,’ said Della, ‘makes no sense whatsoever.’

‘A truth,’ agreed Peter. ‘However,’ he raised his drink, ‘since it’s New Year, let’s forget Maddy said it, and drink up. Oh, look,’ he said, distracted by a pair of Indian waiters circulating the terrace with trays of kebabs, ‘sustenance. I’ll be back. Be good now … ’

And with that, he was off.

As he went, Della declared that she was keen to go herself, see how things were inside. A couple of the others at the table protested (‘Stay, have more champagne. Don’t leave us here alone’), but Della was unmoved, and Maddy, finding no reason not to, agreed to press on.

‘Break our hearts, why don’t you?’ an officer called after them as they left.

Confident that no one’s heart was in any real jeopardy, Maddy felt not a mite of guilt. And it wasn’t that officer who she found herself glancing back at, on her way across the muggy, dark terrace. It was the stranger in the linen jacket. She wasn’t sure why she did it, and she wished she hadn’t, because, just as before, he turned, his face a shadow above the white of his clothes, making her look away too quickly, and feel foolish all over again.

‘Who was that?’ she asked Della, talking through her embarrassment.

‘Who was who?’

‘That man,’ Maddy said. ‘The one Peter brought from the Taj.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Della, looking over her shoulder. ‘Why? Was he there?’

‘Yes,’ said Maddy, then, before he could see Della trying to spot him, ‘it doesn’t matter.’

It didn’t, of course.

‘Typical of Peter not to make introductions,’ said Della.

‘I suppose,’ said Maddy. Then, as they carried on, back into the humming ballroom, the light, music and laughter, she let the stranger slip once more from her mind.

The dance floor was, if such a thing were possible, even fuller than it had been before, and hotter. Della disappeared onto it within seconds, on the arm of a sergeant-major, and Maddy, glimpsing her father and his polka dots at the bar – remembering how down-hearted he’d looked before – made a beeline for him, dragging him onto the sweaty floor in just the same way as he’d tried to drag her mother earlier, assuring him that of course he wouldn’t be cramping her style. ‘Well, perhaps we could do without the hat … ’

He wasn’t a particularly adept dancer, certainly not what you’d call smooth, but what he lacked in skill he made up for in gusto, swinging them both around the floor. As they dodged other couples, narrowly missed a collision with the banana and mango Christmas tree (‘We’ll try harder next time,’ he said), Maddy laughed up into his smiling face and almost managed not to notice her mother on the periphery of the floor, observing them both, her expression unreadable. Baking as Maddy was, she didn’t hesitate when Richard asked her to dance again.

From then on, she didn’t leave the floor. Men at the party outnumbered the women two to one (as was always the case in India), and a song barely ended before someone else came forward, asking her to do the charitable thing and go again. She danced with Richard’s secretary (‘Will you risk it, Maddy?’), then more of his staff, and the sunburnt naval captain again. Della’s card was just as full, and Maddy stopped trying to keep track of all her partners. The band played on, and more and more people moved in from the terrace, packing the glowing room until it felt as though there was no space left for anyone else, no steamy air left to breathe. Maddy’s skin ran slick; her hair, loose of its pins, fell in damp waves on her neck – as chaotic, she was sure, as Della’s own brown curls had become.

It was at just before midnight that she finally stepped back from the floor, clutched a stitch in her waist, and thought she might just expire if she didn’t cool down before risking anything with anyone again. Since Della was still merrily pegging it across the boards, she didn’t waste time telling her where she was going, but headed back outside alone.

It was blissfully quiet on the terrace, all the previously full tables deserted. Some of the lanterns had burned themselves out, making it even darker than before. Leaving the music behind her, Maddy walked on, towards the sea, and leant against the wall, feeling the pressure of the stone through her skirts. She smiled, seeing that the children were still down below, playing. Further out on the still water, hundreds more boats bobbed; the voices of the people on them lilted across the waves, the scent of food grilling on charcoals too. Maddy drew a long breath, soaking it all in. She wondered if she had time for a cigarette, decided she did, then cursed, remembering her dropped matches.

Returning to where she’d left them, she crouched on the cobbles, skimming the black stones with her hands. Finding nothing, she knelt properly, bending down to see. But no, they really weren’t there.

‘How bizarre,’ she said, and as her voice broke through the night, conspicuously loud in the silence, she realised that the music inside had stopped.

She looked back towards the club’s illuminated doors, the silhouettes of the crowd within. Everyone appeared to be facing the clock. She could almost feel the press of bodies, the sweaty anticipation and, tempted as she was to stay outside, she told herself that it really would be too sad to see the New Year in alone, and that she’d better hurry if she wasn’t to miss midnight. She gave the floor one last, hopeless scour, and, with a sigh of exasperation, stood and recrossed the shadowy terrace.

She could never say, afterwards, what made her pause in her tracks, step sideways and go by the table Peter had been at. Or why she reached out and touched the back of the chair his friend, the stranger, had sat in, remembering him all over again.

But, as her fingers closed around the wooden frame, she jumped, shocked by a surge of explosions – out at sea, along on the nearby beach, behind her in the city. She looked up, around, eyes on the fireworks everywhere, filling the air with smoke, the sky with cracking flashes of colour.

Oh dear, she thought, midnight, then laughed anyway. Because it didn’t feel sad to be outside, alone, not at all. It was far, far too beautiful for that.

From inside the club, cheers carried; the opening chords of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ quickly followed. She didn’t rush to leave though, to join in. She didn’t go anywhere. The fireworks kept coming: her own private show.

Had she noticed him already? Was that part of what made her stay?

She often wondered that, in the weeks ahead.

She didn’t know. She wasn’t sure when she first became aware of the outline of him there, a hundred or so yards away on the promenade, face towards her, hands in his pockets, linen jacket moving in the breeze.

But with the fireworks still exploding above, she felt her attention move towards him. Slowly, she brought her gaze down, tilted her chin over her bare shoulder.

Her eyes met his through the blackness, and this time she knew he smiled.

He raised his hand in a wave.

Not stopping to think, she raised hers.

It was a space of moments.

But nothing was ever the same again, after that.


Chapter Two

Maddy waited for him to come back to the club’s terrace, close the distance between them, let her see his face. Hello. She thought, from his wave, the slow way he dropped his hand, that he wanted to do that. She almost set off towards him. She even took a step, felt her muscles tense in anticipation of … something.

But then noise flooded the silence behind her, voices and laughter. She jolted, disorientated by the interruption. She’d all but forgotten that the party was even happening. Within a breath, she was surrounded by everyone spilling from the ballroom, their eyes to the igniting sky: no longer her own private anything.

‘Maddy,’ her father called from the terrace doors. ‘There you are. Hurry over here and wish your old papa a happy new year. I’ve missed the last fifteen.’

She didn’t hurry anywhere. Distracted as she was, she barely managed a nod, a quick smile in her father’s direction, before returning her attention to the promenade, just in time to see the stranger turn from her, walk away towards the city.

He was going?

Gone?

‘Maddy,’ Richard called again. ‘What are you doing?’

She stared after the stranger a second longer, sure, even now, that he’d change his mind, turn around.

But he kept walking, into the darkness. Her brow creased.

‘Maddy?’

Forcing herself, she dragged her gaze from the promenade, and went to join her father, back into the thick of the hot crowd.

She couldn’t help but steal a final, curious glance in the stranger’s direction though. He’d already disappeared. She imagined him, just beyond her vision, pausing in his tracks, looking towards her. She really felt like he might be.

Why did he go?

She couldn’t think. Or why it should matter to her so much. She only knew that it did. She didn’t attempt to understand it.

It was simply the way it was.

She struggled to get back into the swing of things in the hour that followed. She’d barely been aware of the stranger’s presence and yet, now that he was gone, she felt it. She couldn’t even find Peter. She went in search of him – just as soon as she’d wished her father a Happy New Year – impatient to find out whatever he could tell her about his friend (who he was, for instance), but all she could discover was that Peter had left too, off to another party.

‘Social butterfly that he is,’ said a puce Della, still on the dance floor.

‘Is he coming back?’ Maddy asked, her voice flat to her own ears.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Della, pressing the heel of her hand to her dripping forehead. ‘He said he’d asked your papa to take me home. Now, are we going to find you someone else to dance with?’

Maddy wasn’t sure she had it in her. Her feet suddenly felt too sore in her tight slippers, the heat oppressive.

When her mother came over not long after, telling her that she was going home, but that Richard would bring Maddy and Della later, Maddy found herself saying that if Alice didn’t mind, she’d go with her now.

‘Really?’ said Alice, visibly surprised.

Maddy could hardly blame her. She was rather surprised herself. She did, after all, normally avoid being alone with her mother whenever possible. Those awful silences …

But, ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m ready, I think.’

She was. And even though one of the usual silences stretched for almost the entire journey home (tense, entirely uncompanionable), for once, the awkwardness didn’t bother her. Or at least, not as much. As the chauffeur drove them through the dark, tree-lined streets of Bombay’s centre, past the sandstone telegraph office, the grand British municipality buildings, the hidden alleyways where families lived ten to a room, jammed together in this city that never stopped and had more people than space, she stared sightlessly into the musty breeze, replaying his wave over and over again.

So lost was she in her reverie, it took her longer than it should have to realise that Alice was looking at her, an expectant expression on her shadowed face.

‘Sorry,’ said Maddy, ‘did you say something?’

‘I asked if Guy found you,’ Alice said.

‘Guy?’ said Maddy stupidly.

‘He was looking for you,’ said Alice.

‘I didn’t speak to him all night.’

‘I think he wanted to dance.’

‘He didn’t say,’ said Maddy.

‘No?’

‘No.’

‘A shame,’ said Alice.

‘Yes,’ said Maddy.

So polite, both of them.

There was a short pause.

Maddy, thinking that must be it, turned, ready to resume her vigil of the black streets.

But, ‘Did you enjoy the fireworks?’ Alice asked.

‘I did,’ said Maddy, guarded now. Had Alice seen her, out there on the terrace? Seen him?

If she had, she gave no sign. ‘You used to love them,’ was all she said, ‘when you were little.’

‘Yes?’

‘You don’t remember?’

‘I’m not sure,’ said Maddy. She’d been so young when she left, not even eight; there was so much that was hazy. ‘I remember Bonfire Night, in Christchurch Meadows—’

‘I wouldn’t know about that,’ said Alice, cutting her off.

It was her short tone, the look in her blue eyes. Maddy realised too late that it had, of course, been a mistake to mention Oxford. She felt like she should apologise.

But before she could, Alice leant forward, tapped the driver on his shoulder and told him to hurry along.

Another silence followed. Maddy couldn’t ignore this one, or the set of Alice’s slight shoulders beneath her shawl. She tried to think of something to say that might soften the new tension, but when she tentatively reopened the subject of the fireworks, asking, ‘Did we watch them here, in Bombay?’ Alice’s forehead pinched. ‘It really doesn’t matter, Madeline,’ she said.

Maddy was relieved when they finally left the city behind and started the gentle coastal climb to the quieter, leafy roads of Malabar Hill, where so many British lived. Her parents’ own villa – a cream three-storeyed mansion that was as beautiful as it was lonely, with wide verandas, balconies at every window, and palm-fringed lawns – was one of the largest, towards the top of the hill. She rested her head against the window, eyes blurring on the still sea below – invisible, but for the reflection of the moon, the stars – and waited to be back there. It didn’t take long; free of any traffic, they sped past the other lantern-lit villas nestling in the jungle foliage, the odd late-night rickshaw, then slowed, pulling through the villa’s iron gates, along the curved driveway. Alice sighed as they drew to a halt, apparently happy to be home too. Maddy wasn’t sure who, of the two of them, was out of the motor first. Neither of them paused for more than a brief goodnight before taking the candles left in the porch and heading to their rooms.

Maddy closed her door, leant back against it, and exhaled. At last. Crossing over to her bed, she set her candle down, drew back the folds of her mosquito net, and fell on the soft mattress. Outside, the cicadas clacked, the trees shivered. She pressed her hand to her ribcage, feeling the give of her corset, and closed her eyes. The instant she did, she saw him there again, on the promenade, as though he’d been waiting, just beneath the film of her subconscious.

Why had he left like that, so quickly, without a word?

Ridiculous, probably, that she was thinking of him as she was, when he had.

And yet … that wave.

Was he thinking of her too?

Her mind was still whirring when she woke the next morning, a pink dawn breaking through the shutters.

She rolled over, listening to the peacocks call in the garden, the repetitive swoosh of someone sweeping the veranda below. It was early, too early to be awake; she could tell from the muted light, the heaviness in her warm body. She stared through the rose-tinted veil of her mosquito net, considered trying to get back to sleep, then, knowing she’d never be able to, pushed herself up, dressed, and crept quietly downstairs.

Breakfast was already laid out in the shade of the veranda awning: freshly cut fruits beneath a fly net, sliced banana loaf, soft rolls from the local bakery, and bowls of creamy curd, honey and pistachio nuts. Beyond, on the lawn, the peacocks strutted territorially, safe, for the moment, from the gardener’s children who would chase them later, trying to steal feathers from their tails.

Maddy slipped into one of the wicker chairs, poured herself a steaming coffee, and, realising how hungry she was (she’d steered clear of the curry puffs the night before: the Christmas turkey … ), helped herself to the banana loaf, a roll and some honey.

She’d just taken her first mouthful when Ahmed, the same bearer who kept her supplied with cigarettes, appeared through the drawing room doors, dressed in a pristine white tunic, a paper package in his hands.

‘Memsahib,’ he said.

He always called her that, even though she wasn’t married, and had asked him countless times to use her name instead.

She did it again now. ‘It’s Maddy,’ she said, swallowing, ‘please. Honestly, I keep thinking you must be talking to someone else.’

He smiled (as he always did), then said, ‘Memsahib,’ again, and held out the package. ‘This is coming for you.’

‘Me?’

His head wobbled.

She reached for it, assuming it must be from England, although couldn’t think who would have sent it. Aunt Edie, who had very little money left these days, had already posted talc for Christmas; Maddy’s old college friends had clubbed together and sent a care package (fruit cake, custard powder, cocoa and a box of Jacob’s High Class Biscuits). Had Uncle Fitz remembered her? Had he really thought she’d want him to?

It seemed not.

The package wasn’t from England at all. There wasn’t even a stamp on it.

She looked up at Ahmed. ‘Where did this come from?’ she asked.

‘A boy is bringing from the station,’ he said.

‘The train station?’

Another head wobble.

‘Bombay train station?’ she asked. ‘The terminus?’

‘The very same, memsahib.’

Even more intrigued, she pulled the paper apart.

Then she felt a laugh break from her, just at the surprise of it. Because her box of matches was inside, a well-worn copy of A Guide to Bombay too, a piece of paper on top.

The first letter he ever sent her.


I overheard your non-resolution for 1914. It’s a very good one. I don’t like to think of you being homesick. Hopefully this guide will help you enjoy your time in Bombay a little more, as it helped me when I used to live here.

It’s a loan, Miss Bright. I shall be back to reclaim it.

And I saw you mislay these matches. I thought you might need them, perhaps they will help with the homesickness too.

Luke Devereaux



She laughed more, reading his words over, looking from them to the book and matches, then back to the paper.

Luke, she thought, tracing her thumb over his writing. Luke Devereaux.

I like it.

She liked that he knew her name too. That he’d found it out, found out where she lived. Heat spread through her skin as she realised that he must have asked someone – Peter, probably – even before he’d waved at her on the promenade. That he’d noticed her drop her matches, cared enough to collect them.

Seen her right from the very start.

Hand trembling, she turned the note over, wanting to see if there was an address, any clue as to where he’d gone.

There was nothing.

I shall be back, he’d said.

‘When?’ she said. ‘When will you be back?’

Ahmed looked at her warily, as though she was running mad.

She didn’t care. All she could think of was that his name was Luke Devereaux. That he’d surprised her. Done this.

That he hadn’t just disappeared.

He’d been thinking about her too.


Chapter Three

She became even more desperate to speak to Peter, of course. There was so much now that she wanted to know: how Peter knew Luke Devereaux, where Luke Devereaux was from, what train he’d taken … the list went on, multiplying. She’d see Peter that afternoon, she was sure. There was an officers’ cricket match between the Hussars and the Gurkhas at the oval: a large, very British expanse of green surrounded by poinciana, palm and banyan trees, adjacent to the university. She hadn’t been particularly excited about the match, or a long afternoon in the middle of town shielded from the cooling sea breezes, but now couldn’t wait to get there. She could talk to Peter then.

He wasn’t there.

Everyone else from the party had come, lethargic on the rattan loungers lining the boundary, parasols propped on shoulders, flannelled legs crossed, clapping lazily at each four and six, but not him.

‘Sick as a dog,’ said Della.

‘The curry puffs?’ said Maddy.

‘The champagne, I suspect,’ said Della, who looked quite pale herself. ‘What do you need him for, anyway?’

‘Nothing important,’ said Maddy. A lie, but, much as part of her yearned to confide, talk about it all, another, bigger, part held her back, even with Della, afraid that if she started picking over everything, it would ruin it. Besides, what was there really to tell? Just a wave, a parcel …

She thought about that parcel all through the sun-baked afternoon. She sat at Della’s side in a deckchair, slowly cooking in her tea dress, and pictured it on her bedside table, rereading Luke Devereaux’s note in her mind; she already knew it by heart. The cricketers played on, knocking the ball around the yellowing grass field, but she wouldn’t have been able to say who, of the Gurkhas or Hussars, were batting at any one time. She barely remembered to speak when Guy Bowen, dapper in a cream suit and boater, stopped by to say hello, cool lime sodas for her and Della in hand, and asked if they’d both had fun the night before.

‘A little too much,’ said Della.

‘I’m sorry I didn’t get a dance,’ he said to Maddy, grey eyes crinkling.

‘Next time,’ she said.

‘I’ll hold you to that,’ he called over his shoulder as he returned to where he’d been sitting, beneath the swaying cloth punkahs on the pavilion. ‘Already looking forward to it.’

‘Just like an uncle,’ said Della, stifling a yawn.

‘Drink your drink,’ said Maddy.

For once, Della did as she was told. Luckily, she was too preoccupied with her own tiredness to go on, or expect much in the way of conversation for the rest of the match.

‘Early nights all round, I think,’ said Richard, when it at last came to an end (who had won? Maddy hadn’t the faintest; all she could think about was that she was within touching distance of returning to her room).

She collapsed on her bed as soon as she got there, not even stopping to remove her hat, kick off her boots, before she started on Luke Devereaux’s book. She had to put it down again for a bath, to dress for an early supper, but read it cover to cover that night, her head on the soft pillow, the shutters open, dragonflies fluttering invisibly in the darkness beyond. She turned the pages slowly, lingering over the tantalising descriptions of temples and markets, seeing them in her mind’s eye. She thought how strange it was that he must have done the same once. That she now had his book, and knew nothing about him, hadn’t even met him.

Not yet.

She finished the final page and let the book fall shut on her chest. Eyelids heavy, she told herself that it didn’t matter that she hadn’t managed to speak to Peter. She was always seeing him, she wouldn’t have to wait long. Her eyes closed. She could talk to Peter soon.

But the very next morning, before she was even fully dressed, her father stopped by her room to tell her that he’d had word from the Viceroy: he was needed for business in Delhi, from there for a goodwill tour of the independent princely states. ‘There’s been a lot of change with our residents lately,’ he said, ‘we need to smooth things over, keep “the kings” on side. I’m taking Peter too. I’ve just been to see him. He’s meeting me at the terminus. We’ll be gone a couple of months.’

Maddy stared, hairpin halfway to her head. Was he joking?

He didn’t look like he was joking. In fact, he was looking at her like it was all about to get worse.

‘Della’s going to tag along,’ he said.

‘What?’ said Maddy.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘You’re all going?’

‘We’ll be back before you know it.’

‘No you won’t.’ She dropped her hairpin on the bureau, the full enormity of two months ahead, just her and her mother, sinking in. There’d be no prospect of her father coming home each evening to look forward to, no Della … ‘Can’t I go as well?’ she asked, slightly desperately.

‘Your mama would prefer you stay here.’

‘Why?’ Maddy asked, baffled.

‘She missed you, darling, all that time you were away.’

‘She never visited,’ said Maddy. ‘Only once … ’

‘I’ve told you, she had her reasons.’

Maddy didn’t ask what those reasons had been. She’d done that enough over the years. Richard would never say, nor would Aunt Edie. It’s not my story to tell.

‘I can’t believe you’re all leaving me here,’ she said.

‘I’ll miss you,’ said Richard, ‘but honestly, you don’t want to come to Delhi. It will be chilly at this time of year, very dull.’

It’s absolutely ripping fun, Della wrote, several days later, days in which, with the city in a post-Christmas lull, Maddy hardly left the house, then only for evening drinks with her mother and Guy at everyone’s favourite watering hole, the Gymkhana Club, and, out of desperation, back at the club again for a sweltering morning tea of scones and stale cucumber sandwiches on the long, lower terrace with Alice and her fellow memsahibs. (So much moaning about one’s servants, the cost of flour, and the constant battle of keeping food safe from the red ants. ‘Table legs in water,’ said a wife from the army cantonment, Diana Aldyce, ‘it’s the only way. If I’ve told Cook once, I’ve told him a thousand times.’ If Maddy had heard it once … ) We’re staying at the Viceroy’s house, Della went on, which is essentially a palace. He throws the most marvellous drinks parties and dinners for us every night, with more brandy and gin than even Peter can drink. We’re leaving for Rajasthan tomorrow, first stop a hunting lodge in Ranthambore. There’s talk of a tiger safari. Tigers, Maddy.

Maddy wrote by return.

You’re very heartless, she said, but tell me more, anyway, so I can live vicariously.

She watched the silver post tray each morning for Della’s reply, or something from Aunt Edie, or one of her friends back in Oxford; anything to break the hot monotony of her days with her mother. The two of them echoed around the too-large villa, coming together only for meals, where – but for the occasional comment on the growing heat (Alice), ponderings as to what everyone must be doing in the north (Maddy) – they spoke very little. Unable to bear it, Maddy spent most of her time wherever Alice was not, moving from her room, to read on the veranda, play the piano in the drawing room, outside for yet another walk amongst the butterflies and peacocks in the garden. The nights were hardly better. Although the usual round of Bombay soirées, music recitals and dances picked up again, and she went along, if only to be doing something, they weren’t the same with everyone gone. Whenever she escaped for a cigarette at the Yacht Club, she missed Della more. Each time she took out her matches, she turned them slowly in her hand and thought of Luke Devereaux. Sometimes she considered taking his advice, using his guidebook to get out and explore – her yearning for England, the green parks, warm, buzzy cafés, Aunt Edie (even, in her lowest moments, Uncle Fitz), was only worsening – but she kept telling herself, I’ll go tomorrow. As the days rolled by though, pushing New Year further into the past, she didn’t go anywhere. The second week of January became the third, and gradually she started to doubt Luke Devereaux ever would come back to reclaim his guidebook. It was far easier, in the baking loneliness of the villa, to believe that he must have forgotten all about her.

It was on a rare cloudy Monday towards the end of the month that she drifted down to breakfast, went to check the post, then paused, seeing a sepia postcard on the pile of embossed envelopes. It was a picture of a dirt street, women in saris, rickshaws and a cluster of elephants. She picked it up, turned it over to check who it was from (she assumed either Della or her father in Rajasthan), then squealed in disbelief.


Hello from Secunderabad,

I find myself wondering if you’re putting my book to good use, Miss Bright. I hope so. I’m looking forward to a full report. Go down to the tank at the base of your hill if you haven’t found it yet. It has water from the Ganges in it, and the Hindus meet to scatter their loved ones’ ashes. Or, for something a little less deathly, try the spice markets.

Meanwhile, here’s a taste of somewhere else for you to discover one day.

Luke Devereaux



She held the card to her bodice, then tipped it away again, looking back down, just to make sure it was real.

It was.

It really, really was.

‘You look happy,’ said Alice, coming out of the drawing room.

‘I am,’ said Maddy, forgetting for a moment who she was talking to, too ecstatic for inhibitions. ‘I’m just about over the moon.’ She read the card once more, I’m looking forward to a full report, and, on an impulse, said, ‘Could I borrow the motor?’

Alice reached for the coffee. ‘What for?’

‘To explore.’

Alice filled her cup, then added milk, freshly squeezed from the kitchen cow. ‘Explore where?’

‘Bombay,’ said Maddy.

‘I realise that, Madeline, but where in Bombay?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Maddy, who’d remembered now who she was talking to, and that it wasn’t someone who invited confidences, least of all about Luke Devereaux’s book. ‘There’s so much I haven’t seen.’

‘You can’t go out alone,’ said Alice. ‘I could go with you … ’

‘Or Ahmed?’ said Maddy, too quickly.

Alice didn’t appear to notice her haste. In fact, she smiled. It was one of the truest Maddy had seen from her. It suited her, softening her delicate face.

Maddy almost smiled too.

But then, ‘How about Guy?’ Alice said.

Exploring with Guy was hardly what Maddy had had in mind. She suspected it wasn’t what Luke Devereaux had intended either. Alice was adamant though. She even suggested they invite Guy for dinner that night. ‘We can ask him then.’

‘It’s really not necessary,’ said Maddy. ‘No need to go to the trouble of dinner.’

They ate in the candlelit dining room, the windows ajar, balmy air wafting in.

Guy had come straight from the hospital, but had still changed into evening tails. He nodded along as Alice told him that Maddy was in need of a guide, listening in that gentle way of his. Maddy, examining him in the glow of the flickering candles, couldn’t deny that with his dark pomaded hair, fine-boned face and closely shaved jaw, he looked well; there’d be many besides Della who’d think him on the heavenly side. Not that she’d ever concede that to Della, who’d have a field day with the admission (if she ever returned from her ripping fun hunting tigers). Maddy didn’t really like to think about it. She wasn’t sure why she was. She jostled her shoulders, shaking the awkward musing away.

Guy smiled across at her. ‘Maddy,’ he said, ‘I wish you’d said something before. I’d love to show you around. We can go in the mornings, before it gets too hot.’

‘You’re so busy,’ said Maddy.

‘It will be my pleasure,’ he said. ‘There are some perks to being in charge. I’ll juggle things around.’

‘Really,’ Maddy insisted, ‘it’s too much to ask.’

He called twice-weekly from then on, pulling up in his open-topped motor, glass bottles of boiled water in the trunk, their itinerary for the morning ready-planned. He told her that, truly, she didn’t want to visit the nearby water tank, ‘I’m afraid the men can’t be relied on not to disrobe before wading in with the ashes,’ and took her to the most British of landmarks instead: the Victoria Gardens, Flora Fountain, the esplanade – all places she’d been to with her father, not one of which was referenced in Luke Devereaux’s book. Guy didn’t ask if there was anywhere else she wanted to visit. In fairness, he probably assumed that, having been back so short a time, she didn’t have many ideas. And he’d gone to such lengths to help her, she was loath to hurt his feelings by telling him how much he missed the mark with his excursions. So she went along with him, said how marvellous it was to be out and about, listened to his tales of the hospital, laughing in earnest when he told her about a snake who’d got into the operating theatre, how he’d had to finish an appendectomy, one eye on it curled up in the corner, and chatted in turn when he questioned her about her friends back in Oxford, whether she’d eaten at the Lyons Corner House on St Giles’ (absolutely), or gone to the moving pictures (once or twice; her Aunt Edie was an avid Calamity Anne fan). She didn’t not enjoy the mornings out. They just weren’t anything like what she’d hoped to do.

She resolved to take matters into her own hands. (If you want something done, and all that.) Every Monday, her mother left in the motor for one of her memsahib teas, which lasted a good few hours. It was enough time to do something. Maddy had only ever occasionally accompanied Alice before, so it was hardly out of the ordinary for her to elect not to do so now. She waited for her to leave, then pinned her hat into place, asked Ahmed to hail her a rickshaw (for a small fee), and off she went.

The first outing, she didn’t go far, just a few minutes down the road to the water tank, which she’d pictured as a tiny affair hidden in the trees, but was as wide as a river with long sloping steps framing it, the sea just beyond, and shrines all around. Men (who did indeed have a tendency to disrobe), were having their hair shorn beside it, she presumed as part of their grieving ritual. (‘Yes, memsahib,’ said Ahmed later, ‘it is a way to make sacrifice.’) More were in the water itself, scattering their urns whilst hundreds of women and children watched from the stairs. For herself, she kept well back, sharply aware of not belonging there, unwilling to intrude, holding her breath at the other-worldliness before her, feeling, for the first time since she’d arrived back in October, the thrill of being in India.

Buoyed by the wonder of it, she planned to go further afield the following Monday, take a rickshaw to the tram, from there into town and the spice market.

It wasn’t a success.

She’d gone out alone all the time back in England. Aunt Edie had never been the kind to insist on a chaperone, and at college they’d all been left to it by their tutors (who were far more concerned with who was attending the next suffrage rally than whether social niceties were being observed). But the broiling, unfamiliar streets of Bombay were hardly the cobbled alleyways of Oxford; to her mortification, she didn’t get much further than the central tram stop. She hailed another rickshaw there, but after a minute of the driver weaving hectically through the camels, carts and motor horns, she gave into her nerves and told him she wouldn’t go all the way to the markets after all, she’d visit a nearby mosque instead. Flustered as she was, she felt horribly conspicuous as she stepped onto the heaving pavements outside the ornate domed building, too painfully conscious of her pale skin, blonde hair and cream dress. It got worse as she walked around the mosque’s gold-painted walls. She peered through the archways at the men praying within (very good, she thought, you’ve seen another something new), pushed on around the walled gardens – countless eyes on her as the women, who sat in the shade eating rice from betel leaves, scrutinised her like the interloper she was – and somehow lasted a half hour.

Her corset was soaked with her own anxious sweat by the time she returned home.

Ridiculous, she told herself.

She made it to those spice markets on her next trip. She had to draw a resolute breath before ducking through the low-beamed doorway into the cavernous warehouse, but duck in she did. She looked up from beneath the brim of her straw hat, eyes adjusting to the dim light, her ears to the intense noise: vendors shouting their prices, hundreds of locals haggling. The air was dense with trapped sunshine, a heady cocktail of paprika, saffron, turmeric and cardamom. A shirtless boy hared past, barrow full of sacks, and she stepped back clumsily, only just avoiding being mown down (not entirely less deathly, she wanted to tell Luke Devereaux), then, gathering herself, walked on, down the first pungent alleyway of stalls, full of bags brimming with chillies, feeling the heat catch at her throat, her lungs. Her eyes streamed, and she started to cough, fighting for air. The vendors laughed and, realising what she must look like, she tried to laugh too, but coughed more. One older man grinned and held out a chilli, gesturing for her to come forward. ‘It good,’ he said, ‘no fire, this one.’ She went, hesitantly, and took a small bite, fully expecting to lose the lining of her mouth. But, ‘It is good,’ she said, hearing her own relief. ‘Yes,’ she smiled, ‘good.’ Others called out to her, offering cinnamon, aniseed, all spice. She tried it all, thanking them, dhanyavaad, and found herself wandering on, further and further into the furore, stopping to buy a chittack of saffron for Edie, ginger for Cook.

She stayed longer than half an hour.

And this time she counted the days until her next adventure, to Elephanta Island in Bombay harbour: Gharapuri, Luke Devereaux’s book read, the city of caves. Catch a boat from the quay and leave the heat of the city behind as you enter into these dark, echoing chambers of stone deities. She wasn’t the only European this time; they filled the cool caves, commenting with cut-glass consonants on Shiva’s many carved faces, how different it all was to anything one had seen before. Maddy, lost in the beauty of the statues, the thought of the sculptors who’d stood where she stood, all those hundreds of years before, forgot they were there.

The next week, she went to the tomb, Haji Ali Dargah. Make sure to arrive at low tide, when a narrow causeway will appear, taking you to the dargah. She walked across the strip of rocky earth, rammed between jostling, sweaty hordes of other pilgrims, the sea all but touching the hem of her skirts. The white domes of the mosque sparkled, stark against the blue sky, the green palms surrounding it. Children ran up to her, some shyly eyeing her and then scampering away, others asking to touch her gown, her hair. She stooped, letting them, laughing at their astonishment, their excitement. The week following, she visited the huge outdoor laundries at Dhobi Ghat, staring herself, at the men, the dhobis, who worked without stopping in the sunshine, bent over the deep stone baths, scrubbing and slapping the mountains of linen: the vibrant garments of wealthy Indians, uniforms from the army, bedding from Bombay’s hotels and hospitals.

She ached to write to Luke Devereaux and tell him about all she was seeing. It’s helped, so much.

Thank you.

She had no address though. Her letters, her thanks, remained in her head.

He kept writing to her though. Every week or so, a new postcard arrived, making her catch her breath with delight. A long sandy beach in Pondicherry (I think one of my favourites in India. You haven’t lived, Miss Bright, until you’ve eaten a freshly baked pastry, watching the sunrise here), then, in early February, locals making flower garlands at a stall in Madras (If you were here, perhaps I’d have bought you one. Would you have liked that, I wonder? Why do I keep wondering such things?); later in the month came a majestic government house in Calcutta (Note the ubiquitous cows outside, reminding everyone who this country really belongs to); tigers in Bengal followed (How are you getting on with your tour?).

Della wrote as well, full of tales of elephant treks, feasts in kings’ palaces, their wives (plural) hidden behind screens, as did Richard (less effusively, always hopeful that Maddy was all right, getting along with Alice, full of apologies that the trip had been extended, it will be late March at least before we’re home), but it was the
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MEET ME IN

All he needs is to find her.
First he must remember who she is.






