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About the Book

Jake’s on a mission. His granny has told him many stories of his grandad who was a plantation manager in India, during the war. He had risked his life to save a sacred treasure from the encroaching Japanese army. Now Jake finds himself in India, walking in his grandfather’s footsteps and determined to right the wrongs of the past and return the lost treasure – no matter what the dangers that might lie in his path . . .
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Granny Maisy

Jake’s grandmother seemed much older than she really was. Sometimes she was just like a normal granny, but, like many old people, she could get confused, lose the thread of what she was saying or even tail off in the middle of a sentence. She would often ask Jake about life on the farm where he lived with his mother and stepfather; about Farmer Thomas next door, whom she had known when he was a child; and about the games Jake and Keith Thomas, the farmer’s son, played in the fields and woods near their homes. Then, suddenly, she would start talking about something completely different, ending up mumbling and gazing into space.

At first, Jake had found it embarrassing going to see her now she was like this, but then, as she didn’t seem to mind or even to remember the nonsense she often made of a conversation, he decided that he wouldn’t mind either but would concentrate instead on listening to the good bits. And there were plenty of them if you listened carefully. Granny Maisy had led an interesting life. Widowed in India at the very end of the Second World War, just before Jake’s mother, her only child, was born, she had returned to England, trained as a secretary and worked in lots of different jobs. Working hard while bringing up a child had been tough, but when her daughter had grown up, left home to study art and finally got a job of her own, she had been able to do what she had always wanted to do – travel.

She had had lots of adventures and Jake loved to hear about them. The fact that they usually had no beginning or end just made them more fascinating. Sometimes he told her about the great adventure he had had when he was lost in the Amazon jungle and rescued by an Indian tribe.fn1

Granny Maisy now lived in a sheltered home in the village where Jake went to school. She could look after herself but Jake’s mum felt happier knowing there were people around to help her if she needed them. She had suggested that Granny Maisy moved in with them but she preferred to pretend she was still independent.

On his way back to school one evening in the summer term a year after his Amazon adventure, Jake dropped in on his granny and found her half asleep.

‘Hello darling,’ she said, ‘I was dreaming.’

‘What about?’ asked Jake.

‘Oh about when I was younger and went out to India to be married.’

‘Do tell me about it, Granny,’ Jake begged. He knew very little about that part of her life as she seldom talked about it.

‘Well, I’ll try,’ she answered, ‘but you know what my memory’s like now.’

‘I’m glad she doesn’t realize how bad it really is!’ thought Jake sadly to himself. Then, out loud, he said, ‘Go on Gran, just the bits you were dreaming.’

‘First there was the boat. It was a great big ocean liner and because I was on my way to my wedding I travelled POSH. Do you know what that means?’

‘First Class, I suppose,’ answered Jake.

‘No it doesn’t. We were all one class and very luxurious it was, too, before the War. POSH stands for Port Out, Starboard Home. Port is the left side of the boat and Starboard is the right. It was smart to be on the side away from the sun as there was no air conditioning in those days and the cabin got very hot if the sun shone into them. So it was best to be on the left on the way out to India and on the right on the way home. England was always ‘Home’.

‘Then there was the train. I had lots of luggage and I travelled for days and days right across India. It was very hot. But I loved Dangma from the moment I first saw it. That was the tea plantation in Assam which your grandfather managed and I was so happy there for seven years with him.’ Jake saw his granny’s eyes go cloudy and fill with tears.

‘So sad,’ she said, ‘so sad.’ And that was all he could get out of her that afternoon.

Over the next few weeks he teased more of the story out of her. Sudden flashes of memory came when she described the big green-roofed bungalow with fine polished wooden floors and big fans to cool the air, operated by a boy called a punkah wallah, who sat pulling a string which made the fan flap.

There were stories of rides on elephants to hunt tigers which had taken someone from one of the villages around the plantation. These tigers were man-eaters which had usually been injured or lost their teeth and so turned to the easiest prey – man, or more usually woman or child – and so had to be shot.

There were treks high into the Himalayas, where snow-capped peaks could be seen on clear days. During the hot months they had gone up there to get away from the intense heat of the plains. She described Buddhist monasteries, old Lama hermits with long straggly hair living naked at snow level in caves. But whenever she mentioned her husband, George, she would start to go all dreamy and weepy and Jake would have to wait for more until the next time.

It was when Granny Maisy first mentioned the Japanese army that she began to behave really strangely. ‘It was awful,’ was all she would say at first and Jake had to beg her to tell him more. Then, one evening, it all came out in such a rush that Jake could barely follow what she was saying and had to strain to listen as, every now and then, she lost her thread. But he dared not interrupt now the tap had been turned on and he just tried desperately to remember as he felt it was important and possibly the only time he would be told the story.

fn1 Jake’s Escape
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The Japanese Army

‘We had heard they were coming for weeks,’ Granny Maisy began, ‘and we were all very frightened. The war had been going badly and it looked as though India was going to be invaded. George had been taken on by the military as a special adviser, since he knew so much about the country and the people, and he was almost never at home. Other units kept passing through, camping in the plantation, wrecking the tea bushes and moving on. The poor boys who were invalided out looked awful. They were thin and haggard with terrible sores which wouldn’t heal. I helped in the hospital . . . but I couldn’t do much as, at last, after waiting seven years, I was going to have a baby – your mother.

‘George arrived in the middle of the night. He was covered in mud and exhausted. There was a small tin box with him which he said was very important and the servants mustn’t see it. (Everyone in India had servants in those days.) He had been up in the hills on the Burmese border, close to where the Japanese were sending their scouts and it had been very dangerous. He wouldn’t tell me what had happened. Said it was better I didn’t know. That the baby was what mattered and he had made arrangements for me to leave. I didn’t want to go but he said I must – for the baby’s sake. And then he went back into the hills and they came and told me I had to go. It was terrible, terrible. I was so frightened.’

‘What happened to the tin box?’ asked Jake.

‘George said I must hide it and I did. He said it was important . . . but I never saw him again. Terrible, terrible . . .’ and she began to mumble.

Try as he might, Jake could not get her to tell him any more and when, later, he raised the subject again she always shut him up, saying, ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ But Jake had decided that the box held treasure and that one day he was going to go and find it. He thought he would probably have to wait for years before he had the chance to go to India but he began to dream about the country, reading stories about the days of the British Raj, The Jungle Book and anything else he could get his hands on.

Just before the end of the summer term, his father came to see him.

‘I’m afraid there’s no chance of our having a holiday together this year,’ he told Jake. ‘You’ll have lots of fun here on the farm, though. There’ll be the harvest soon, and haymaking.’

Jake was disappointed. Although he loved it at home, he always looked forward to his father’s sudden arrivals, which often led to an unexpected holiday. He could never quite make out what his father did, except that it involved a lot of travelling to strange places and sometimes he gave lectures.

‘Anyway,’ his father went on, ‘after last time, I’m not sure your mother would be too keen on your going anywhere exciting with me.’

‘But where are you going,’ Jake asked plaintively, ‘and why can’t I come, too?’

‘I’ve got to do a month’s lecturing in Calcutta. It’s an awful place and there would be nothing for you to do there. I’m going to be very busy and there won’t be time for any trips into other parts of India.’

Jake realized with a shock that the thing he wanted to do most in the world was suddenly within his grasp. Trying to sound relaxed and as though it didn’t matter dreadfully, he said, ‘But Dad, I’d really like to come and I promise I won’t be any trouble. I never get to see you and we could have lots of fun even if you are busy. Perhaps I could go and stay on a tea plantation. Granny’s been telling me about the one she lived on before Mum was born.’

‘Well, I don’t know . . . I’m not sure it’s a good idea and I doubt if your mother would agree. We can ask her but I wouldn’t get your hopes up. I’m not going to push for it after the trouble last time. It’s more than my life’s worth!’

At first Jake didn’t think there was any chance that he would be able to persuade his parents to let him go. They were united in their determination not to let him, especially after all the worry they had been put through the previous year when he had gone missing in the Amazon. But gradually, by using all the arguments he could think of, like how educational it would be and how much he wanted to see the country his mother was born in, he thought they were beginning to weaken.

‘He has been spending a lot of time with my mother, which has been very good of him as she is getting awfully vague . . . and I know she’s told him lots about her life in India. Let’s write and see what the people out there have to say about it. I don’t suppose they’ll want to have anything to do with us. In a way, I hope they don’t. I’d rather like to have him here this holidays.’

And so a letter was sent to the British company which still owned Dangma tea plantation asking if the grandson of the last British manager, who had died defending it from the Japanese, would be allowed to go for a visit. Surprisingly quickly, and to the amazement of them all, an answer came back saying that George Beckett and his courage were still remembered by some in the company and of course Jake
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