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      1774 

        

      Hyderabad, India 

        

      The dawn chorus, a crescendo of rising chirrups, squawks and whistles, woke Bee as a glimmer of light infiltrated the folds of her mosquito net. Fists clenched, she listened intently for a moment but the sounds of shouting and weeping from behind Mother and Father’s bedroom door had stopped. They had quarrelled every day during the past week and the servants had moved about the house like ghosts, their eyes turned to the ground, silently clearing away smashed plates and trying not to flinch as another door slammed.

      Bee had attempted to remain unnoticed, too, and secreted herself in her favourite refuge, the massive peepul tree at the end of the garden. She’d been hiding amongst the great whispering leaves with her book when she’d first met Harry. Her eye had been caught by a flashing light coming from the overgrown garden next door. Peering out between the leaves, she saw a dark-haired boy sitting cross-legged on the ground. He was whittling a piece of wood, watched closely by a brown dog. The shiny blade of the knife twisted and turned as the boy worked, catching the sunlight and reflecting it towards her. She’d laughed and he’d looked up. Within moments he’d scrambled through the branches to join her.

      Now, lifting a corner of the mosquito net, Bee peeped into the shadowy bedroom and saw that Madhu, her ayah, or nursemaid, still lay curled up on her mattress making snuffling sounds as she slept. Bee fumbled for the clothes she’d hidden under her pillow the previous night, along with a handful of jaggery purloined from the kitchen. It was impossible to resist and she popped one of the small brown pieces into her mouth, closing her eyes in contentment at the explosion of intense sweetness on her tongue.

      Once dressed, she slid out of bed, her bare feet making no noise as she padded across the floor to her brother’s bed. Ralph woke when she touched his fair hair and she lost no time in posting a morsel of jaggery between his lips to keep him quiet. This was the difficult bit. Ralph was only five, three years younger than herself, and couldn’t be relied upon to remember that they were going on an adventure and mustn’t wake the servants. Pressing a finger to her lips, she helped him out of bed.

      A few minutes later they crept out of the bungalow into the grey dawn. They giggled as they tiptoed past the cook, who snored on his charpai on the veranda, and then ran hand-in-hand across the garden. Bee dragged a loose plank in the fence sideways until there was a gap wide enough for them to squeeze through.

      Ralph scraped his shoulder on the splintered wood and started to squeal but Bee was too quick for him, pressing her palm over his mouth and shoving him backwards through the gap.

      ‘It’s not bleeding,’ she whispered, examining the graze, ‘and if you make a fuss they’ll come for us. Here, have another sweetie.’

      Ralph nodded, the welling tears disappearing as if by magic as his cheek bulged around the sugar lump.

      Bee took his hand again and led him through the Residency grounds and out of the side gate. ‘Harry said he’d wait for us by the river,’ she said. ‘He had something to do first.’ She hoped he hadn’t had second thoughts about taking a girl and her little brother with him on his quest.

      By the time they reached the river the sky at the horizon was growing lighter.

      ‘Where is he?’ asked Ralph.

      Bee looked along the river bank, squinting her eyes to see into the distance. An egret stood in the muddy shallows, wreathed in the white mist that coiled above the water but nothing else stirred. She shrugged, disappointed.

      The melancholy cry of the call to prayer drifted over from the walled city on the opposite side of the river and Bee watched while the white mosques, palaces and monuments were brushed with gold by the first rays of the rising sun. Chattering monkeys gambolled and chased each other along the walls between the watchtowers.

      Bored, Ralph poked a stick into a dark shape caught in the reeds.

      Bee reeled back at the sudden sickly stench that filled her nostrils and snatched the stick away from him. ‘Leave it!’ she said, shuddering with distaste. ‘It’s a dead dog.’

      Further along the bank, the British Residency was silhouetted against the sky, now streaked with a pink as vibrant as Madhu’s dupatta. Then the egret stretched out its neck, unfolded its wings and lifted itself into the air as a figure loped towards them.

      Bee smiled. Harry had come after all, his dog Bandit trotting along at his heels.

      ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘We’d better hurry.’ His face was so darkened by the sun and his kurta so crumpled and daubed with dirt, he might have been a native sweeper boy, especially as he spoke in Urdu, one of the many languages and dialects he’d picked up from different ayahs.

      Just for a moment, Bee hesitated. He didn’t offer any apology or excuse for being late. Perhaps Mother was right. She’d called Harry a ‘little savage’. But it wasn’t his fault if his mother had died and his father was too busy to look after him. Mother said it was a disgrace that the boy was ten years old and still hadn’t been sent back to England to be schooled.

      ‘Are you coming or not?’ said Harry, frowning.

      ‘Of course we are,’ said Bee, following him as he marched off.

      ‘Wait for me!’ wailed Ralph, scurrying to keep up.

      They hurried along the muddy foreshore of the river, past the pleasure gardens and country houses, until they reached a high wall.

      ‘The Jahanara Mahal,’ said Harry.

      Bee had seen the palace before but never so close. She tipped back her head and looked up at the dozens of domes, minarets and towers clustered together in tiers, the pink granite walls glowing in the morning sun. ‘I’ve never seen anything so pretty,’ she said.

      ‘Pretty?’ Harry shook his head in disgust. ‘It’s a fort built in a good position to stop invaders crossing the river.’

      ‘I still think it’s pretty.’

      He shrugged. ‘I’m going to tell you a secret but you mustn’t tell anyone else.’

      ‘We won’t.’

      ‘My father’s syce told me about a diamond called the Rose of Golconda. His father was working here when it was stolen. The palace guard chased and killed one of the thieves but the other got away and they never found the diamond. The thing is, I’m really good at finding things.’ Harry’s face was taut with determination. ‘It must still be here somewhere! My father will be so proud of me if I find it.’

      ‘I’m sure he will,’ said Bee.

      Harry set off along the perimeter wall until it disappeared into a thicket of vines and tangled thorn bushes. Bandit ran ahead, wagging his tail, and dived into the undergrowth.

      Bee grasped Ralph’s wrist and followed Harry as he ducked under the prickly branches. She stood up in the dappled shade and saw a low door set into the wall before her. Carved into the wood was a strange creature. It had the fearsome head of a lion plus elephant’s tusks, and the sinuous body beneath was that of a serpent. Despite the warmth, she shivered at the sight.

      Harry heaved his shoulder against the door. There was a scraping sound and it opened inwards. He turned to his dog. ‘Stay, Bandit!’ he commanded. ‘Come on then, Bee.’

      Ralph’s hand slid into his sister’s when he saw the dark space open up before them. ‘I don’t like this,’ he whispered.

      Neither did Bee but she followed their friend, dragging Ralph behind her.

      They were in a store room. Light filtered in through a barred window above. Harry opened another door and peered cautiously into a shadowy passageway, before striding off. Several times he stopped to climb onto a stone bench and peer through the jali screens set at the top of the walls.

      ‘Look!’ he whispered eventually, pulling Bee up to stand beside him.

      She pressed her face to the fretwork and the chamber beyond came into view. It was one of the largest rooms she’d ever seen, with columns and arches soaring to the ceiling, all carved with lotus flowers. Every inch of the walls was painted in bright colours and the many alcoves were piled high with scarlet and gold cushions. A movement caught her eye and she saw that a servant, a girl barely older than herself, was scattering rose petals on the floor.

      ‘What can you see?’ said Ralph, tugging at Bee’s skirt.

      The girl started, a handful of crimson petals falling from her fist as she stared at the fretwork screen.

      ‘Shut up, Ralph!’ whispered Harry, stepping down from the bench.

      They hurried onwards, creeping past the kitchens where already the aroma of wood smoke, chapattis and frying onions hung in the air. At last, Harry slid aside a lattice panel and they entered a small room.

      Bee caught her breath and leaned closer to see that shimmering pieces of mother-of- pearl were inlaid all over the walls. ‘It’s beautiful!’ she said.

      ‘The Pearl Room,’ said Harry. ‘My father’s syce says this might be where the thief was killed. He could have hidden the Rose of Golconda behind a secret panel before the guards caught him.’

      Bee shuddered, studying the white marble floor for rusty bloodstains. She was relieved there weren’t any.

      ‘The diamond is at least the size of a pigeon’s egg and it’s pink,’ said Harry. ‘There’s a curse on whoever steals it.’

      Bee ran her fingers slowly over the panels, her tongue protruding slightly as she concentrated. She really hoped she’d be the one who found the diamond.

      After about fifteen minutes Ralph had grown fidgety and bored.

      Harry sighed. ‘It’s not here, is it?’

      ‘I’m hungry,’ whined Ralph.

      ‘We ought to go,’ said Bee, ‘before we’re missed. Mother will be cross if she can’t find us.’

      ‘No one will notice if I’m not there,’ said Harry. ‘I’ll stay on.’

      Bee folded back the jali screen at one of the windows to reveal a small courtyard with a pool and splashing fountain, where pigeons sipped and flapped their wings.

      Ralph pushed her aside and stood on tiptoe to see. ‘I want to go out,’ he said, opening the door.

      He kicked off his shoes and paddled in the marble rill edging the courtyard, singing a native song that Madhu had taught him.

      The sun was already hot and Bee and Harry sat together on the side of the pool, wriggling their toes in the water. ‘Won’t you get caught if you stay here?’ she asked. ‘People will be getting up soon.’

      He shrugged. ‘I can look into most of the rooms from the service passage before I go in. If anyone finds me, I’ll pretend to be a servant.’

      Ralph stepped onto the side of the pool beside Bee and jumped into the water with a huge splash. Startled pigeons scattered into the air with a flurry of feathers.

      ‘You beast!’ she cried. ‘My dress is all wet!’

      Harry threw himself into the pool with a great belly-flop, making a tidal wave, and Ralph shrieked in delight. War had been declared. By the time the battle was over all three children were sopping wet and aching with laughter.

      Bee wrung the water out of her thick blonde hair and watched the two boys tussling. Harry chased after Ralph, threatening to tickle him, until the little boy hid behind a giant pot filled with cascading flowers.

      Harry shook his head vigorously, spraying Bee with drops of water, and gave her a brilliant smile. ‘You know what, Bee Marchant,’ he said, ‘you’re not at all bad – for a girl.’

      Bee smiled back. The sun was probably freckling her nose but she didn’t care. She’d never been so happy and promised herself to remember this day for the rest of her life.

       

      Half an hour later Bee and Ralph slid through the gap in the fence and sauntered through the garden towards the bungalow.

      Madhu ran down the veranda steps, her face streaming with tears. ‘Where have you been, you wicked children? I thought a tiger had taken you, dragging you over the fence and into the fields.’

      ‘We were in the peepul tree,’ said Bee, fingers crossed behind her back.

      ‘Did you not hear me calling you?’

      ‘No. Sorry.’

      ‘The memsahib is asking for you.’ Madhu snatched hold of Ralph and roughly brushed dirt off his nightshirt. ‘Hurry now!’ The sun had steamed the water from their clothes but they were stained with river mud. Alternately kissing and scolding the children, she herded them into the bungalow.

      Bee heard Mother’s reprimanding tones even before they were inside. A large trunk stood on the veranda and servants were hurrying back and forth carrying armfuls of clothes.

      Madhu pushed the children into the hall and retreated to the safety of the nursery.

      ‘There you are!’ said Mother. She frowned at the sight of Ralph. ‘Have you been playing in the garden in your night clothes?’ She sighed. ‘And, Beatrice, your face is filthy. Clearly your ayah has been neglecting her duties. Tell her to dress you both in something clean. And then wait in the nursery until I fetch you.’

      ‘Yes, Mother.’ Bee knew better than to argue and steered Ralph away. She stopped in the nursery doorway. Their cedar-wood chest was open and clothes and toys lay tumbled upon the floor.

      ‘What’s happening?’ she asked as Madhu started to undress Ralph.

      Sniffing, the ayah shook her head. ‘You must ask the memsahib.’

      Bee scratched crusts of dried mud off her ankles and listened to Mother’s footsteps clipping backwards and forwards across the hall. Where was Father? She wanted to hear his booming laugh and for him to snatch her up and kiss her and ask her what his busy little Bee had been up to all day, flitting from one interesting thing to another.

      Madhu dragged a clean dress over Bee’s head, doing up the buttons with shaking fingers.

      ‘You’re hurting me!’ said Bee, as the ayah jerked a comb through her knotted hair. Madhu never hurt her usually, not even when she’d been naughty.

      A crash came from the hall and a high-pitched argument began between two of the servants. Mother’s voice rose above the commotion as she railed at them both.

      Madhu crouched on the floor and pulled her dupatta over her eyes. Ralph whimpered and buried his face in her neck, his thumb in his mouth. Madhu rocked him and sang a lullaby, the soothing rhythm broken only by her hiccoughing sobs.

      Something was very wrong. Bee huddled against her nursemaid, waiting for something awful to happen.

      She didn’t have long to wait.

      The door burst open. Mother appeared, her face white with anger. ‘Get up at once, children! How many times do I have to tell you not to sit on the floor like the dirty natives?’

      ‘But…’ Bee didn’t have time to utter another word before Mother slapped her cheek. The girl gasped in outrage.

      Madhu cried out.

      Bee clung to her, inhaling her familiar and comforting scent of coconut oil, cardamom and warm skin.

      ‘Don’t you ever, ever argue with me again,’ shrieked Mother, and then burst into noisy tears. ‘As if I didn’t have enough to contend with, my own children turn against me. Get outside!’

      Glancing fearfully at her mistress, Madhu hurriedly shepherded her charges out of the nursery and down the front steps of the bungalow.

      A driver waited beside a bullock cart laden with boxes and trunks.

      ‘Quickly now!’ said Mother, wiping her reddened eyes. ‘We must be gone before your father returns.’ She bundled a protesting Ralph into the cart and then snatched hold of Bee’s wrist.

      ‘But I don’t want to go!’ cried the girl, still clinging to her ayah.

      Mother dragged Bee out of Madhu’s arms and thrust her onto the seat next to Ralph. She ignored the driver’s offered hand as if it were something diseased and scrambled up into the cart. ‘Drive on!’ she said, even before she’d sat down.

      ‘Where are we going?’ asked Bee.

      ‘Home,’ said Mother, as the cart lurched forwards. ‘We’re going home to England,’ she said, ‘the place I should never have left.’

      ‘But Hyderabad is our home!’ wailed Bee. She gripped the side of the cart and turned to look behind them.

      Madhu, her beloved Madhu, wailed and pulled her hair, beating her forehead with her fists. She grew smaller and smaller as the cart jolted away until, at last, she disappeared from sight altogether.
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      July 1797 

        

      Hampshire 

        

      The sound of carriage wheels rolling into the drive aroused me from my nap. Yawning, I eased myself off the chaise-longue, one hand supporting the mound of my stomach. Dr Mason had been very clear that, now I was in my sixth month, I must rest every day. Having a first baby at the advanced age of thirty-one was not something to be undertaken lightly. I stood to one side of the window and peered outside at the carriage. The coachman made me look again since he was dressed in a long white coat with a full skirt. He wore a red turban and his brown face was adorned by a dense black beard and moustaches. He opened the carriage door and a youngish man in a caped riding coat descended, who handed down a lady and a boy.

      I hastily smoothed my hair as the doorbell rang and had composed myself by the time Annie opened the drawing-room door.

      ‘There’s a Mr and Mrs Clements to see you, ma’am.’

      I pursed my lips. I didn’t know the name but no doubt they were acquaintances of my husband. ‘Please bring some tea and ask Mr Sinclair to join us. I daresay he’s in the rose garden, as usual.’

      A moment later, the Clementses entered.

      ‘We’re so pleased to have found you,’ said Mrs Clements with a warm smile. ‘Our hopes were quite dashed at first when we called at Holly Cottage and were told that Miss Beatrice Marchant had moved away.’

      ‘But then a maid in one of the neighbouring properties told us that you’d married and moved here to Hill House,’ said Mr Clements. ‘We understand you are now Mrs Sinclair?’

      ‘Indeed,’ I said, glancing at my wedding ring. It still gave me a shock of pleasure to see it since I’d thought for so many years that I would remain a spinster. ‘Would you like to take off your coats?’ I was curious because the visitors wore heavy outer garments, far too thick for summer.

      ‘Thank you, no,’ said Mr Clements. He glanced fondly at the boy, who clutched a brown paper parcel. ‘We’ve just arrived from Calcutta to take young William here to his new school and haven’t yet acclimatised to the cold.’

      ‘India! How interesting.’ I wracked my brains but couldn’t remember ever having heard of the Clementses. ‘I apologise but have we met before?’

      ‘Never,’ said Mrs Clements, shaking her head. A curl of regrettably red hair escaped from her bonnet.

      ‘I was born and lived in India, as a child,’ I said. ‘My father was employed by the East India Company and held a post at the Residency in Hyderabad. In fact, my brother works there now.’

      ‘So he mentioned,’ said Mr Clements.

      ‘You’ve met him?’

      ‘Indeed I have. I too am employed by the East India Company,’ he said. ‘I’ll be taking up a new position at the Residency in Hyderabad next year. When your brother discovered I was coming home on leave first, he charged me to bring you a letter and a parcel.’

      Charles, a red rosebud pinned to his old tweed coat, ambled into the drawing room then, closely followed by Annie with the tea tray.

      I looked at his shoes and hoped he wouldn’t drop mud onto the carpet, which had been taken outside and beaten that very morning. ‘Allow me to introduce my husband,’ I said. ‘Charles, this is Mr and Mrs Clements and their son William. They have recently arrived from India, where Mr Clements is soon to take up a new post with the East India Company.’

      ‘Always happy to meet my wife’s friends,’ said Charles, bowing to the visitors. He lowered himself into a chair and ran a hand through his silver hair. Some twenty-five years older than I, he still cut a fine figure, despite presenting himself in his gardening clothes.

      ‘In fact, we haven’t met before but Mr and Mrs Clements have brought me a letter from Ralph,’ I said, as I poured the tea. I frowned slightly to see a fingerprint on the polished silver. Mother would never have tolerated that. I’d have to speak to Annie about it later.

      Charles turned to Mr Clements. ‘And how is the present situation there?’

      ‘The French are causing a great deal of trouble.’ He sighed. ‘If they’re not speedily overthrown they’ll shake the British hold on India.’

      Charles shook his head. ‘Napoleon will never be content until he’s taken over the entire world.’

      ‘Not if we can help it,’ said Mr Clements, puffing up his chest.

      Mrs Clements whispered to her son, who was fidgeting beside her.

      I smiled at the boy. ‘I expect you’d like a piece of cake, William?’

      The boy nodded and proffered the brown paper parcel. ‘This is for you,’ he said.

      Mrs Clements opened her reticule and withdrew a letter. ‘Mr Marchant asked us to wait while you read it,’ she said, ‘in case you wished to respond. Although, in the circumstances…’ She glanced at my swollen stomach and fell silent.

      I reached for the letter. ‘If you will excuse me?’

      ‘Of course.’ She sipped her tea.

      I broke the seal and began to read.

       

      
        
          My dear Bee,

          Thank you for your last missive. I learned with sorrow that Mother had passed away but cannot help thinking it a merciful release for all of us. It has been eleven years since I returned to India but I am well aware that you have devoted your time since then to caring for her single-handed, to the probable detriment of your own happiness. If she had not become an invalid, I daresay you would be married with a brood of little ones by now.

          I have some news of my own to impart and hope you will be pleased for me. I consider myself the luckiest of men to have married the sweetest girl alive! When I told her that you are now all alone in the world, she immediately said you must come and live with us. She and her family will welcome you with open arms and hearts. There is plenty of space here for you, either for an extended visit or to live permanently with us.

          Mr and Mrs Clements have offered to escort you on their return to India and I have made all the financial arrangements for your journey, so you need not be anxious on that score.

          I hope most sincerely that you will come. I wish for nothing more than to have my dear sister close to hand.

          Affectionately yours,

          Ralph

           

          Postscript: I trust you will like the present. It was made by my wife. She hopes the colour will lift your spirits but, if it is not to your taste, will work another after you have chosen the silks.

        

      

       

      I handed the letter to Charles, swallowing the lump in my throat. At least Ralph recognised that I’d made personal sacrifices in order to care for Mother.

      ‘Very decent of your brother,’ Charles said after he’d finished reading. ‘Shows a proper respect for familial duty.’ He patted my wrist. ‘Completely unnecessary invitation now, of course.’

      And too late, far too late, to rescue me from those lost years. ‘It would appear that Ralph hasn’t received my latest letter,’ I told Mr and Mrs Clements. ‘Two months after Mother’s passing, I sent another informing him that I am now Mrs Charles Sinclair.’

      ‘I’m sure your brother will be delighted to hear it,’ said Mrs Clements.

      ‘Indeed,’ said Charles, beaming at Mr Clements, ‘you’ll be able to tell him that his sister is in my care now and that we expect a happy event before very long.’

      ‘I shall write to Ralph myself,’ I said, ‘and I must send him a wedding present.’

      ‘We sail from Southampton on the second of September,’ said Mrs Clements. ‘I’m disappointed not to have your company on the long journey but, since we’ll almost pass your door, it would be no trouble to us to call here again on our way to the docks, if you’d like us to convey a letter to Hyderabad?’

      ‘That’s very obliging,’ I said. ‘I can be sure then the letter won’t go astray and shall have time to embroider some bed linen for a wedding present.’

      William nudged the brown paper parcel towards me and whispered, ‘Aren’t you going to open it?’

      I smiled at the boy. ‘Thank you for reminding me.’ I untied the string and pulled aside the brown paper, gasping as a sea of rose-pink silk flooded out, spilling over my lap and pooling on the floor. ‘Oh!’ I breathed. ‘Isn’t it glorious?’

      ‘It’s very fine work in the Indian style,’ said Mrs Clements, lifting up a corner of the shawl to examine it more closely. ‘My brother-in-law owns a shop in Bond Street selling fancy goods of the highest calibre to ladies of discernment. This is exactly the quality I would expect to find in his establishment.’

      I stared in delight at the embroidered peacocks, jasmine flowers and twining tendrils worked around the hem. ‘I consider myself an accomplished needlewoman,’ I said, ‘but this is very special.’

      Mr Clements rose to his feet. ‘We must be on our way if we’re to reach our destination before dark.’

      After the Clementses had driven away, Charles returned to his beloved garden.

      I draped the shawl around my shoulders. A hint of something spicy, cloves or coriander perhaps, mixed with attar of roses emanated from the silk. It saddened me to think that I would never return to India. All my childhood I’d longed to go back and dreamed sometimes of a fairy-tale palace glowing in the morning sun and of the brilliant smile of a dark-haired boy.

      The misery of caring for a cantankerous hypochondriac, however, had eroded my spirit until I’d given up my dreams and simply existed from day to day. Mother had never once thanked me for my endless ministrations, taking pleasure only in finding fault. Eventually, I’d ceased listening to her complaints, fearful that I’d become so bitter I’d poison myself. Drop by drop, my youthful vitality had drained away. Mother had rarely allowed me to leave Holly Cottage, except to go to services at St Biddulph’s and, one by one, my friends had married. By the time I was thirty I considered myself doomed to a life of spinsterhood and, without companions, my future was bleak.

      Then Mother had begun to grow thin. Her skin turned yellow, except for two bright pink patches on her cheeks. She coughed blood. All her imaginary diseases had somehow become real, and one day she coughed herself into a spasm and died.

      After the funeral, I returned alone to Holly Cottage and sat in the immaculately tidy but undeniably chilly parlour. I had no idea how to resume a life I had forgotten or how to forge a new one.

      And then, a week later, Charles had called to see me, bringing flowers. He was a widower of the same generation as my parents, with whom I’d sometimes exchanged a few polite words after church. He explained that since his wife had died six months before, he found it hard to manage his household and, worse, was lonely. He wondered if I felt the same. I’d wept at his kind words, the flood-gates opening and allowing the pent-up misery of the previous years to flow. He’d patted my back and, when he asked me to marry him, I said yes.

      And now I had the unimaginable joy of a baby to look forward to. Smiling, I rubbed my cheek against the silky shawl and breathed in the fragrance of attar of roses, together with the underlying scent of spices. The combination unlocked a door in my mind and I recalled Madhu taking me to the bazaar when I was a child.

      I’d been overwhelmed by the array of exciting goods piled high on the stalls: gleaming copper pans, gold bangles, puppets, bright clothing and embroidered slippers with pointed toes. The strident shouts of the stallholders and the hullabaloo of bartering resounded in my ears as Madhu pulled me through the milling masses. Birds twittered in wooden cages and clouds of tobacco smoke floated up to the vaulted ceiling so far above. A wrinkled old man in a fez rubbed attar of roses on my arm as we passed, imploring us to buy the highest-quality perfume in Hyderabad, no, in all of India, for the cheapest price! Brushing him off like an irritating mosquito, Madhu led me away to see the pyramids of spices in glowing shades of ruby, russet, saffron and ochre. I had thought the bazaar the most wondrous place I’d ever seen.

      For years after I arrived in cold, drab England, I’d longed to return to Hyderabad. And now here was Ralph’s invitation. I placed one hand on my stomach as the baby stirred inside me, and smiled. If the invitation had come as soon as Mother had passed on, I’d have grasped the chance of an adventure. But now I had a new life. It wasn’t perfect but a few months ago I could never have dreamed I might be granted the opportunity to have a husband and a child of my own. I was thankful indeed for my good fortune.
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      I sighed as I changed to go to my stepdaughter’s house for dinner. Arranging the silk shawl around my shoulders, I frowned critically at my reflection in the looking glass and decided I would do. The rose-pink shawl complemented my honey-coloured hair and gave me the necessary courage to face Alice.

      Pretty Alice Babcock was the thorn in my side. Charles’ daughter had the same large blue eyes and dark ringlets as her dead mother, whose portrait still hung in the study. I rested my hands on my swollen stomach and wished that Alice and I, both expecting babies, could have been friends. But she wouldn’t forgive me for marrying her father and never thought to attach any blame to him for wishing to wed again barely six months after her mama had been placed in the cold ground.

      Sighing, I picked up my bonnet, cast an eye over the bedroom to ensure I’d left it tidy before I went downstairs.

      ‘You look delightful, Beatrice!’ said Charles, waiting for me in the hall.

      It was only a short walk through the village to the Babcocks’ charming cottage and I stiffened my spine as we waited for our knock on the front door to be answered. For Charles’ sake, I would make every attempt not to rise to Alice’s barbed comments, I decided.

      The maid, dressed in a soiled apron and with greasy hair falling out of her cap, led us down the narrow passage. Upstairs a child screamed with rage, the shrill sound reverberating through the entire cottage. There were scuffles and giggles above and several small faces peeped through the banister rails at us.

      The curtains were half-closed in the parlour and I shuddered at the air of dust and neglect, the stale air. Faded flowers in greening water drooped their heads and shed brown petals onto the console table. I couldn’t have borne to live in such a slovenly muddle.

      Alice reclined on the sofa with a novel open on her knee. She made no attempt to rise but held out her dimpled arms to her father, who hurried to kiss her.

      ‘How are you keeping, Alice?’ I enquired, looking in vain for somewhere to sit that wasn’t covered in a jumble of odds and ends. I moved aside an apple core and a crumpled handkerchief and perched on the edge of a wing chair.

      ‘I’m bored,’ she said. ‘Henry doesn’t understand how exceedingly tiring it is for me to keep house and look after four little ones all day while I’m increasing.’ She frowned at me and levered herself upright. ‘Wherever did you buy that shawl, Beatrice? Since we’ve been at war with France it’s impossible to buy pretty things.’ She sank back, sighing, and picked out a candied apricot from a box at her side.

      She didn’t offer to share them, which might partly explain why she’d grown so plump of late.

      ‘Where’s Henry?’ asked Charles.

      ‘He’ll be here soon, I expect,’ said Alice. ‘Now that you only work a few days a month in the business, Papa, Henry is rarely at home and I’m left to my own devices much of the time.’

      I remembered how hard, a few months ago, Alice had petitioned her father to retire and allow her husband to become managing partner in the wine merchant’s business Charles had founded.

      ‘Henry needs to make his own decisions without me breathing over his shoulder,’ said my husband. ‘Besides, there’s plenty for me to do in the garden at Hill House. I can’t expect poor old Tom to look after it properly any more.’

      ‘The garden is far too large for you,’ said Alice. ‘A man of your age, a grandfather, should be resting, not taking a new wife who’s young enough to be his daughter. And now there’s a child coming.’ She clicked her tongue in annoyance. ‘How will you cope with that?’

      Charles laughed. ‘Really, Alice, you speak as if I’m in my dotage. I’ve never felt better and the baby will give me a new lease of life.’

      ‘Well,’ she said, pouting, ‘it’s extremely embarrassing that my father is having another child at the same time as I am.’ She sent me an accusing look, as if it were solely my doing.

      The front door slammed and my blush went unnoticed as Henry Babcock, brown hair falling foppishly over his eyes, threw open the parlour door. ‘Am I late?’ he demanded.

      ‘You’re always late,’ grumbled Alice.

      ‘Still on the sofa?’ He bent to drop a kiss on her forehead.

      ‘I suppose I’d better see if dinner’s ready.’ Alice rang the bell and a short while later we all trooped into the small dining room.

      The maid, who still hadn’t changed her soiled apron, served a watery soup and an overdone leg of mutton. Upstairs, children’s feet thundered about, making the chandelier tremble. Dinner was accompanied by a rising crescendo of childish quarrels. I presumed the children had a nurse and wondered if Alice had made any attempt at all to train her servants.

      Henry, already on his fourth glass of wine, sighed and threw his napkin on the table. He went into the hall and bellowed upstairs for the children to be quiet.

      ‘This cottage is far too small for us,’ said Alice, ‘and it will be worse when the new baby comes.’ She narrowed her eyes at her father. ‘It’s ridiculous that the two of you live in such a large house, while we’re all cramped into this tiny place.’

      ‘You were happy enough with the cottage when I bought it for you,’ said Charles, blotting his mouth with his napkin.

      ‘There were only three of us then,’ said Alice. ‘Can’t we come and live at Hill House with you? There’s plenty of space and we could share the cost of the servants.’

      I froze, my fork halfway to my mouth.

      ‘Certainly not,’ said Charles with a laugh. ‘Henry will move you somewhere larger when he expands the business.’

      I let out my breath slowly.

      ‘I’m sure Mama wouldn’t have minded if we’d all lived together,’ wheedled Alice. ‘After all, her dowry contributed to the purchase of Hill House.’

      ‘But your mother isn’t here now,’ said Charles. ‘You shall have to wait until I’m in the arms of my Maker to take over the family home.’ He laid a hand on my wrist. ‘And, of course, I shall make proper provision for you, too, my dear.’

      I smiled warmly at him. Although he was a little sedate in his manner, I counted myself extremely fortunate that my husband was such a considerate man.

       

      Sunshine slanted in through the open windows of the freshly painted nursery. I hummed as I folded the tiny pin-tucked nightgowns, smoothing each one perfectly flat and aligning it exactly with the rest of the pile in the lavender-scented chest of drawers. Hugging one of the nightgowns to my chest, I imagined it with a warm little body inside. It was odd to be able to touch the swell of my stomach and feel parts of the baby, a heel or an elbow, but not to know what he, or she, looked like. Charles wanted a boy, of course, but secretly I hoped for a girl.

      I touched the wicker cradle, draped with spotted muslin, and set it gently rocking. Charles had gone out specially to purchase it and presented it to me with a hug.

      ‘I don’t suppose the babe will care if he sleeps in a drawer,’ he’d said, ‘but I knew you’d set store by it.’

      In that moment I’d felt that it wouldn’t be difficult to grow to love my husband.

      Closing the windows, I looked down at the garden, where Charles and old Tom were digging manure into the rose bed.

      Downstairs in the morning room, I opened my workbox. I’d bought a pair of the best linen sheets and pillowcases available in the draper’s shop in Winchester and was embroidering them with a repeating pattern of blue lovebirds for Ralph and his nameless bride. It had touched me that she’d taken so much trouble to make the rose-pink shawl for me. I’d worn it to church and it had drawn a great deal of jealous attention, together with several enquiries as to where I had purchased it.

      I threaded my needle and made a stitch. It was only three weeks until the Clementses would return and I must have the sheets and pillowcases finished in time. After a while, my head began to nod and I put down my needle. The baby stretched within me and I laid a hand on my stomach.

      ‘Sleep, little one,’ I whispered. The baby stilled and I dozed, too.

      I dreamed my baby was crying and, as the cries grew louder, I awoke. Someone was calling my name. Disorientated, I shook my head. It was growing dark already and Charles hadn’t had his tea.

      The drawing-room door burst open and then Annie stood before me, twisting her hands in her apron.

      ‘Whatever is the matter, Annie?’

      ‘Oh, ma’am! Please to come at once. It’s the master...’

      A lurch of alarm washed over me. ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘Old Tom came shouting to the kitchen door. The master fell in the garden and something’s not right.’

      Outside, I ran to Charles, who lay motionless on the ground. Cook singed feathers under his nose with a lighted taper and Old Tom turned his hat round and around in his gnarled old fingers.

      Awkwardly, I sank to my knees and lifted my husband’s unresponsive hand. Fear made me shiver. The right side of his poor face looked twisted, as if it were made of wax that had melted. ‘Annie, fetch Dr Mason. Hurry!’ I coughed and waved away the coiling smoke from the singed feathers.

      ‘The poor man!’ Cook wiped away tears.

      ‘He’s too heavy for us to move,’ I said, my thoughts whirling. ‘Cook, fetch some blankets and a pillow! We must keep him warm until the doctor arrives.’

      She scurried off as fast as her bulk would allow.

      Charles’ eyelids flickered and he made a strange sound.

      ‘It’s all right, my dear,’ I said, stroking his forehead as he looked up at me with frightened grey eyes. But I already knew with cold certainty that it was very far from all right.

      ‘The master was set on finishing before dark,’ said Old Tom, his face working in distress, ‘even though I said I’d do it on the morrow. He said he had a sudden terrible bad head. And then he groaned and slid to the ground.’

      I loosened Charles’ neck cloth. ‘Is that more comfortable, dear? Help is coming soon.’ I squeezed his hand and hoped this was true. What would happen if he didn’t recover? Suddenly, it felt as if a great chasm had opened up before me. Dizziness made me close my eyes. My teeth began to chatter and my fingers were icy cold.

      Cook returned with an armful of blankets and I covered Charles and placed a pillow under his head. He moaned and I was grateful when Cook draped a blanket around my shoulders, too.

      Dusk engulfed us like a shroud and it seemed to be hours before the light of a lantern approached through the dark.

      ‘Now what’s all this I hear, Sinclair?’ said Dr Mason in a bracing tone. ‘Had a bit of a slip?’ The doctor held up his lantern and leaned forward to study his patient’s face in the pool of light. He lifted Charles’ right arm. ‘Will you squeeze my hand, sir?’ He sighed and placed the unresponsive limb back at my husband’s side.

      Dr Mason and Old Tom carried Charles between them, staggering slightly since he was a well-made man, and laid him on the day bed in the morning room.

      Dr Mason drew me into the hall. ‘I’ll ask the apothecary to send his boy with some medicine,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, your husband has suffered an apoplexy. It’s possible he’ll recover some movement on his right side and a little of his speech but we’ll have to let Nature take her course. He’ll need careful nursing.’

      I stared at him, too shocked to speak. In my mind, I heard the clang of prison gates slamming shut.

      After the doctor had gone, my knees gave way and I sank down on the stairs. The last few months had been so full of hope but now I was condemned to give up my own life, yet again, in order to nurse another. How could I bear it? I buried my face in my hands, my shoulders heaving as I sobbed.

      Sometime later, sickened by my selfish thoughts, I took a deep, wavering breath, dried my eyes and went to sit with my husband.
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      Within a few days I had become accustomed again to the familiar routine of the sickroom, except that, unlike Mother, this patient never complained. I moved quietly about my duties on leaden feet and made sure that I never wept in front of Charles. It hurt me to see the terror in his eyes and to listen to his guttural grunts as I attended to his personal needs or fed him teaspoons of soup that dribbled from the corners of his mouth.

      Alice and her husband came to visit. She shrieked when she saw her father’s condition and then turned on me. ‘This is your fault, Beatrice,’ she said in venomous tones. ‘It’s your insatiable demands on an old man that have brought him to this.’

      ‘That’s not true!’ I protested. I began to shake, too exhausted from dozing in a chair at Charles’ bedside every night to quarrel with her.

      ‘Steady on, my love!’ said Henry, taking hold of Alice’s arm.

      She pulled herself free. ‘Who knows what else Beatrice will do to harm him?’

      I exploded at this unjust accusation. ‘Your father’s sheets are soiled again and he needs to be changed. Perhaps you might care to take on some of the nursing duties yourself, Alice, if you fear for his safety?’ A pulse thudded in my head like an iron spike.

      Alice stormed out of the sickroom, slamming the door behind her.

      Henry squeezed the bridge of his nose. ‘I apologise,’ he said. ‘Naturally, my wife is a little overwrought. She has such delicate sensibilities.’

      Delicate sensibilities, my foot! I gritted my teeth to stop myself from making a retort that would only inflame matters further.

      In the hall, Alice shouted for Henry to attend her immediately.

      ‘I must go,’ he said.

      I nodded and went to sit beside Charles. Seeking comfort, I lifted his good hand to my cheek. He responded with a slight squeeze and I laid my head down on his shoulder.

      That evening it poured with rain. I listened to it lashing the windowpanes for a long time, too miserable even to read a book. Drawing a rug over my knees, eventually I drifted off. Exhausted, I slept the sleep of the dead.

      At first light I awoke and stretched. I drew back the curtains. The rain had ceased, though it had battered Charles’ carefully tended roses. The garden was blanketed in grey mist and dewdrops beaded a spider’s web stretched across the window. It was beautiful. I savoured the peaceful moment.

      Something, the perfect peace perhaps, made me uneasy. The back of my neck began to prickle. I whirled around but everything was still. Too still.

      I ran to the bed and touched my husband’s forehead. Cold. ‘Charles!’

      He didn’t respond to my panicky cry.

      I shook his shoulder. ‘Charles!’ Nothing. Wrenching back the bedclothes, I pressed my ear to his motionless chest. There was no heartbeat.

      Collapsing into the chair with my arms crossed over my chest, I rocked back and forth. As considerate to me in death as he had been in life, my husband had released me from the life sentence of having to nurse him. A flash of joyful relief flooded over me. That shocking realisation reverberated within me as I wept great shuddering sobs of shame and sorrow until there were no more tears left.

       

      I moved through Charles’ funeral in a daze. Alice prostrated herself on the ground beside her father’s grave and had to be supported out of the churchyard by her husband and Dr Mason.

      The funeral party retired to Hill House, where the drawing-room windows and mirrors were draped with black crepe, shutting out the light and rendering the room full of shadows.

      Alice held court while reclining on the sofa. The skirts of her new mourning dress were carefully arranged so that the toes of her black kid slippers, adorned with glinting jet beads, were visible. She dabbed her eyes with a black lace-trimmed handkerchief and consumed several glasses of sherry and a variety of cold funeral meats while she extolled her father’s virtues.

      Attired in the hastily altered dress I had worn after Mother died, I spoke a few words with each guest, even though I knew few of Charles’ family and friends.

      Dr Mason brought me a glass of Negus. ‘You must sit down, Mrs Sinclair,’ he said. ‘And that’s a doctor’s order. You’re too pale and must conserve your strength for the coming weeks.’

      ‘It’s so cruel my husband didn’t live long enough to see his child.’ I bowed my head over the glass, remembering Charles’ delight at the prospect of our baby.

      ‘But it would also have been cruel if he’d had to endure a half-life,’ said Dr Mason. ‘I shall encourage everyone to go home now and will send you a mild sleeping draught.’

      Grateful for his kindness, I watched him move amongst the guests until, one by one, they came to say goodbye.

      At last only Alice and Henry remained.

      ‘Would you like any further refreshments before you go?’ I asked, hoping they would leave.

      Alice ignored me and nodded at her husband. ‘I’m waiting for you to tell Beatrice our decision.’

      ‘Ah, yes.’ Henry ran a finger around the inside of his neck cloth, as if to loosen it. ‘Alice… that is, we, have visited her father’s lawyer to ascertain our financial position.’

      ‘Your position?’ I said. ‘Even before Charles was laid to rest?’

      ‘My father-in-law left his entire estate to my wife.’ Henry’s gaze slid away from my face and focused somewhere over my right shoulder. ‘Therefore, in law, it now belongs to me. Unfortunately, it appears he failed to add a codicil to his will, to make provision for you.’

      Alice’s blue eyes gleamed with spite as she awaited my reaction.

      I swallowed, waiting for the wave of nausea to settle before I spoke. ‘As you well know, your father had every intention of providing for me and I’m sure you will respect his wishes.’ But, looking at her expression, I was frighteningly unsure that appealing to my stepdaughter’s good nature would serve any useful purpose. ‘There is also the matter of my legacy from my mother…’

      ‘Yes,’ said Alice, sitting up abruptly on the sofa, ‘which became my father’s property upon your marriage.’ She smiled triumphantly.

      ‘But that is quite separate! Your father promised to keep it safe for me to draw upon when needed,’ I protested. ‘It forms no part of his estate.’

      ‘We’ll see about that!’ said Alice.

      I couldn’t believe we were even discussing the matter. Surely it wasn’t their cruel intention to leave me and my baby with nothing?

      ‘We should not wish to send you away from Hill House a pauper,’ said Henry.

      Glancing at Alice, I wasn’t so sure. I clasped my hands together to still their trembling.

      ‘We shall move into this house shortly,’ said Alice. ‘However, out of the generosity of our hearts,’ she rested a hand against her breast, ‘and because my dear father would have wished it, we will allow you to stay. Until other arrangements may be made, anyway.’

      I couldn’t speak, terror and anger warring for possession of me.

      Alice rose to her feet. ‘I shall make an inventory now, to be sure everything that belongs here, remains here.’

      I gasped at the implied insult.

      Henry laid a hand on his wife’s arm. ‘Is there any need for that?’

      ‘I give you my word that I shall not run off with the silver teaspoons,’ I said, my lips pinched with fury.

      ‘Still, I shall make a brief inspection of the house,’ said Alice. ‘I must decide what furniture we should bring with us from the cottage.’ She swept out into the hall.

      Henry shuffled his feet. ‘You must understand, Beatrice,’ he said, without meeting my eyes, ‘Alice was deeply distressed by her mother’s death, and when her father remarried so soon afterwards…’

      ‘I do understand that,’ I said, ‘but contrary to what Alice believes, I did not seduce Charles into offering for me. And I tried so hard to be a good wife to him…’

      ‘Come now!’ said Henry, awkwardly. ‘My wife is a woman of many passions but there is no harm in her.’

      ‘She wishes me harm,’ I said in bitter tones.

      The floorboards creaked overhead.

      Incensed at the thought of Alice poking her nose into my personal possessions, I hurried upstairs.

      She was in the principal bedroom, running her fingers over the polished mahogany of the chest of drawers.

      I clenched my fists behind my back and forced myself to keep my expression impassive as my loathsome stepdaughter rumpled the neatly folded blanket at the end of my bed and inspected the mantelpiece for dust.

      ‘Henry and I will have this room,’ she said. ‘It’s not necessary for you to have the largest now you’re on your own, Beatrice. You shall sleep in one of the attic rooms and then we’ll all have our privacy.’ She tapped her cheek thoughtfully as she turned to look at me. ‘I will say one thing for you, you seem to be able to make the servants keep house properly.’ She sighed. ‘I’ve never had the knack of it.’

      ‘Perhaps,’ said Henry, his brow clearing, ‘Beatrice might take charge of the running of the household for us?’

      ‘Exactly what I was thinking,’ said Alice.

      I shook with anger. So I was to be nothing more than their housekeeper, relegated to the attics?

      Alice continued her inspection, leading the way to the nursery. She smiled to see the newly decorated room. ‘This is very pretty.’

      ‘I made the curtains and chose the primrose yellow paint,’ I said, unable to suppress a glow of pleasure.

      Alice nodded. ‘My baby will be very happy here.’

      ‘Your baby?’ I said.

      ‘Of course,’ she said, raising her eyebrows at my show of surprise. ‘We can’t possibly have two babies sharing the same nursery.’ She walked towards the landing, talking to me over her shoulder as I followed close behind. ‘If one woke up it would wake the other and then they’d always be screaming. No, your baby shall reside in the attics with you. And I’m sure you’ll still hear if my baby or one of the other children needs attention in the night.’

      I gripped the newel post at the top of the stairs, my growing rage and hatred barely contained. ‘So I’m to be your nursemaid as well as your housekeeper?’

      ‘Perhaps,’ said Alice, ‘you forget your position, Beatrice? You have nothing and it is only our generosity that will keep you and your child fed and off the streets.’

      Her gloating smile made the bile rise in my throat. My fingers itched to slap her face, to yank her hair and scratch her cheeks. I knew if I laid a finger on her, I wouldn’t be able to stop. I had to escape, to the garden or anywhere else I wouldn’t have to be near her. As I turned around abruptly to descend the stairs, my foot caught in the hem of my skirt and I lost my balance. While teetering on the top step for a long, heart-stopping moment, I flailed my arms, desperately attempting to grab the handrail. Then, with a mew of terror, I fell.

      I tumbled head-first down the stairs in a flurry of petticoats, crashed against the banisters and banged my forehead. Lying dazed upon the hall floor, I heard screaming above me and then everything went dark.

       

      The pain rose in waves, gripping my belly like the jaws of some terrible beast. My head pounded and every part of me ached.

      Someone lifted my shoulders and I sipped cool water.

      ‘So you’re awake?’

      I opened my eyes, blinking in the candlelight.

      Dr Mason’s face came into view and he pressed me back against the pillow as I tried to rise. ‘Gently! You’ve had a bad fall, Mrs Sinclair.’

      I gasped and clutched my stomach as the pain grew sharper. ‘My baby?’

      ‘Well now,’ said Dr Mason, ‘you’ve lost a great deal of blood and it looks as if the baby is coming.’

      ‘But it’s too soon!’

      ‘The midwife will stay with you and I’ll call in on you after I’ve seen my next patient.’

      He turned away and I heard him whispering to the midwife before another contraction came and I couldn’t think about anything else.

      The midwife wiped my forehead. ‘Shouldn’t be long now,’ she said. She smiled encouragingly, her plain, country face and starched apron reassuring.

      The next hour was torture as the midwife urged me on and I called upon God to help me. There was a growing and irresistible pressure inside me and then a tearing agony. Something warm and wet slipped out between my thighs and the midwife snatched it up in a towel.

      Pain-hazed, I pushed myself up on my elbows. ‘My baby?’ I whispered.

      The midwife didn’t answer as she rubbed the infant with a towel. After an aeon, she sighed. Taking my hand in both of hers, she said, ‘I’m so sorry, my dear, but your son was stillborn.’

       

      It was unseasonably cold for late August as

      
      
        
        
        
        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  OEBPS/imagedata/9780349414195.jpg





