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			Prologue

			Jane stood in the bleak grey of Terminal One, her briefcase and computer hanging from her slight shoulders as she rummaged in her handbag for her telephone. Her long hair, shiny and dark, slithered forward as she bent her head, covering her face and impeding her search. Her thin fingers scrabbled blind for the cellphone’s familiar shape. Bingo. Extracting it carefully, she shook back her hair, revealing an oval face with a high forehead over far-apart brows and deep green eyes. Her nose was straight and a little bony, but was compensated for by a sensuous mouth, and a clear Celtic complexion. A good-looking thirty-something face, but right now lacking animation or beauty.

			Holding the telephone in her right palm she pressed the buttons with the practised thumb of the same hand. No signal. She walked to the smeary plate glass, and faced the wet tarmac. Network busy. She kept trying as her gaze swung back to the Arrivals Hall. The luggage carousel was unmoving and empty, the waiting passengers stoical, like refugees.

			God, this place is soulless, she thought, and I spend half my life here.

			Her shoulders ached, and she lowered her laptop and briefcase to the floor, trapping them upright between her calves. Then she dumped her beloved Bottega handbag (heavy with her survival kit of make-up, pouch of electric chargers and international plugs, Kindle, pashmina, spare tights and wallet) next to them and flexed her shoulders, luxuriating in a kind of tired pain. Her new shoes hurt. She slipped one foot out for a moment of blissful relief, knowing it would hurt even more when she pushed it back.

			Retrying. Calling. Connecting. ‘Jane’s Restaurant. Good evening.’

			‘Oh, Silvino. It’s Jane. Is Patrick still there?’

			‘No, he’s left. But he told me to tell you he’s gone to have supper at Theodora’s. He said he’ll expect you there.’

			‘But it’s only 10 p.m. And it’s Friday. Aren’t you busy?’

			‘Sadly, no. It’s been very quiet.’

			‘OK. Thanks, Silvino. See you soon.’

			At last the six-inch-thick brown-wrapped parcel of legal papers wobbled into sight in the middle of the carousel, teetered on the cusp, and bumped down to join the circling bags and cases. She had difficulty in getting hold of it. There was nothing to grab on to. No one helped her, and she had to let it go.

			But on its second circuit, she managed it. Then she had to sling her laptop carrier and her bulging briefcase over her shoulder again, pick up her handbag and clutch the documents against her chest. Between them all, she felt like an undersized pack-horse. I give in, she thought. I’ll get a wheelie bag.  

			It took twenty minutes in the queue to get a taxi.

			‘Primrose Hill Studios, NW1,’ she said. Until she gave the driver her address, she had intended to go to Theodora’s. But suddenly she wasn’t in the mood for restaurateurs’ talk. She didn’t want to see Patrick putting on a brave face about falling covers, or hear anyone raving about anyone else’s new place.

			And the fact was, she realized, she wanted to have the house to herself. To get back before Patrick did. To get these bloody shoes off, pour a large whisky and have Benedicat sitting on the edge of her bath, sticking a curious paw into the bubbles and purring like a steam train. Then she thought, God, how middle-aged. Have I got to the stage when a hot bath, a drink and the company of a cat beckon louder than dinner with my husband?

			She excused herself with the thought that the legal papers were confidential, and she’d probably forget them at Theodora’s. She’d taken enough of a risk checking them in for the flight. And besides, when she was tired she got ratty, and Patrick had enough troubles without a snappy wife. She was going home for his sake as much as hers.

			And it had been one hell of a week. She’d spent Monday briefing Counsel about the Hong Kong case. It was a nightmare. It involved shipping agents, carriers and insurers in Shanghai, Hong Kong and London. Then because Junior Counsel had been ill on Monday, she’d had to do it all again for him on Tuesday.

			Then on Wednesday she’d flown to Glasgow about another case, and not got back until midnight. On Thursday she’d left the house at 6.30, while Patrick was still asleep. At 10 p.m. she was about to leave her desk, now satisfyingly cleared of paperwork, when her New York client came on the line about a possible appeal in the tanker insurance case.

			Patrick had been asleep when she got home, and there was a note on her pillow. ‘What do you look like? Please leave photo.’

			And today had been just awful.

			She didn’t much like Giles Charteris, her clever but pompous senior partner, and she’d had the whole day with him. It had started badly when her heel came off on the escalator. Giles was irritated.

			‘You can’t buy another pair of shoes now. The flight’s been called.’

			‘Of course I can. I’ve got ten minutes. I can’t hobble into the client’s boardroom on this.’ She held up a trim black shoe, the high heel hanging off the sole.

			‘God. Women. Why do you wear such ridiculous things anyway?’

			‘Because, dear Giles, you guys like them. And you made the rule about no women in trousers at Chalkers. I could have worn boots with trousers.’

			She’d given him her wide smile and said, ‘I’ll catch you up. Can you grab me a Financial Times?’

			She’d bought the first pair of shoes she tried. They were navy suede with leather piping round the edge, and were high enough to make her thin legs look longer and more shapely than they were. She looked more than a skinny 5’4”. She’d done a quick twirl in front of the mirror, noticing with satisfaction that the red and navy hound’s-tooth suit with its short skirt and long jacket gave her both a businesslike and a feminine air. Pleased with herself for being so decisive, and looking forward to proving to Giles that shopping for shoes could be done in five minutes, she tendered her Amex card and dumped the old shoes in the shop’s bin, an action she now regretted. They had been expensive, and comfortable, and they could have been fixed. But there wasn’t space for them in her briefcase, and she hadn’t wanted to cart a carrier bag all over Paris.

			She imagined Patrick saying, only half teasing, ‘Can’t a beautiful, clever, top lady lawyer be seen with a carrier bag? Even a designer one? Don’t Bally have elegant bags with rope handles that would go with your pinstripes?’ His tone would be affectionate, and he’d probably kiss her as he said it, but the criticism would be there.

			The new shoes were torture. Another reason not to go to Theodora’s.

			*

			Patrick watched Theodora’s round chins crease together as she concentrated on ladling out the cassoulet. A warm wave of affection for his friend and the rich smell of pork and beans enfolded him like a blessing.

			When everyone was served, Theodora lifted her apron carefully over her head to avoid any further depredations to her hairdo. Half a dozen hairpins had already been lost in the rush of the service, and her grey chignon was now in danger of collapse. Theodora’s barely lined sixty-year-old face was flushed from an evening of fast and hot work, and she sat down heavily next to Patrick. She looked at him intently for a moment, thinking that he had a country-boy look about him for all his, what, forty years. More like a big Somerset farmer than an ex-army officer and a businessman. His hair was cut conventionally, but it was unruly, flopping over his forehead in thick, light brown curls. He had a square, open face that spoke of intelligence and integrity, and hazel-green eyes, lined at the corners.

			She said, ‘Well, I’m glad you’re smiling now. You looked worried to death when you came in. What’s up?’

			‘Oh, nothing. Or nothing that a few hundred more customers wouldn’t cure.’ He smiled to lighten the admission, turn it into a joke.

			She smiled back, and said, ‘Snap. It’s been slow here too.’ He knew she was lying, but was grateful. She stretched her large plump arm across the table to pat his hand with a stroking motion.

			‘And where is the lovely Jane?’ she asked.

			‘Last seen heading for Paris. But she should come on here. I left a message for her.’

			‘Good. She needs feeding. She’s very thin, Patrick.’

			Patrick smiled and nodded. But he was thinking that, though his beautiful wife certainly needed something, it wasn’t feeding. He was suddenly tempted to tell Theodora that she, like everyone else, had it all wrong; that he and Jane were not a model couple; that the present rocky patch showed signs of turning into an unclimbable mountain. That Jane had become a drivingly ambitious woman with no time left for him.

			As Theodora turned to chivvy the waiter slicing ficelles on the servery guillotine, he closed his eyes and substituted Jane for Theodora, a brood of children for the tableful of friends and restaurateurs, and a country kitchen for the Soho restaurant. It was a familiar fantasy, but silly. Jane did not want children. Or to live in the country.

			But Serge and Theodora have something Jane and I lack, he thought. They know what’s important. Theodora’s was closed on Sundays and Mondays, because they wanted time to themselves. They took last orders at 10 p.m., because they thought two sittings uncivilized, and they liked to eat after the service. Like most restaurateurs, Serge fed his staff at 6 p.m. to forestall hungry waiters nicking the petits fours, but he and Theodora always ate late. They had the same supper the staff had eaten earlier, usually something like spaghetti bolognaise or chicken stew made with the giblets and legs (the breasts having gone to the customers) or sausage hot-pot. And anyone was welcome.

			So from 11 p.m. on week nights, later on Fridays and Saturdays, Theodora and Serge’s friends in the business would drift in for a nightcap or for something to eat. If the restaurant was still full, Theodora would shoo them upstairs to their flat, with a bottle to be getting on with. As often as not, Serge’s old mother, or their daughter and son-in-law, or a friend from abroad, would be there.

			As soon as the service was over, they would all clatter down to the restaurant, where every inch told of indifference to fashion but a care for comfort. The curtains were heavy and velvet and had faded from red to rusty brown. The padded mahogany chairs were graceless, solid and comfortable. The walls, once cream, had aged to a yellow born of crepes Suzette made at the table and long-ago cigar smoke. But little of their paint was visible. From dado to picture rail, the walls were covered in dark oil paintings, family photographs and framed certificates testifying to the qualifications of some long-gone chef or sommelier.

			An old, noisy Gaggia machine hissed on the bar, and thick dark green octagonal cups were stacked upside down upon it, keeping warm. The heavy old-fashioned knives and forks were honourably scarred, but buffed to a deep shine; the linen was white, the napkins enormous. They came from France. Theodora said no English supplier knew what a proper table napkin was for – they thought they were making hankies.

			Patrick watched Theodora’s napkin ritual with admiration. She snapped open the starched cloth with a jerk, then tucked one corner deeply into her garnet necklace. She spread the cloth across her chest, tucking the sides under her arms and carefully covering her lap. She was preparing for pleasure, and pleasure was a serious business.

			‘Serge, come tout de suite. We are drinking the Volnay, and the cassoulet will be cold.’

			Patrick looked round the table, at the great white soup plates of cassoulet, the gleaming amalgam of beans, duck, sausage and pork commanding the concentrated attention of the diners. Even Lou, a garrulous wine-merchant who seemed to live on alcohol and cigarettes, fell silent and reached for a fork as Theodora pushed a plateful at him.

			In the middle of the table was a stainless-steel kitchen bowl of lamb’s lettuce. Two curled fists of leaves bounced out of the bowl as Serge plunged his cook’s spoons, doing duty for salad servers, in at the sides. He tossed them back with his fingers and deftly turned the salad – enough to give a shine to every leaf but not to bruise them. The ceiling spotlight caught the sheen and doubled it to a glowing radiating green.

			The lengths of french bread, flaking and crusty, deposited their crumbs on the white tablecloth. Two open bottles of Burgundy stood in the middle of a clutch of classic wine glasses: 12 oz long-stemmed, round-bellied goblets made of thin rimless clear glass, polished to perfection.

			It’s a painting by Chardin, thought Patrick, or at least a photo-shoot for a Sunday Times mag. And yet it was entirely artless. The appeal lay in its wholesomeness, its lack of pretension.

			‘Theodora. When I eat with you, I remember why I wanted to be a restaurateur. It was to give people this sort of pleasure. You are Earth Mother, and Serge is a great chef.’

			Serge, his mouth full of bread, shook his head. ‘Ça, non,’ he said. ‘I learnt cooking from my mother and my grandmother. Great chefs start in hotel school. They do haute cuisine. I only know low cuisine.’

			‘Was your father in the restaurant business? Did he cook?’

			‘No, he was a garagiste, and he taught me to fix cars and to play chess. But he died, and the women couldn’t fix cars, so they turned the garage into a restaurant. Et voilà.’

			Patrick thought of the chessboard upstairs, and the ongoing match that engaged Serge and his eleven-year-old grandson. And Theodora’s passion for antique silver, shared with her daughter. He’d heard them planning to trawl the Kempton Park stalls tomorrow at dawn and to do Bermondsey market on Friday.

			He thought, they have a life, that’s what.

			*

			When Patrick got home, he undressed without switching on the light, settling his clothes on the Edwardian valet-stand Jane had given him years ago: he put his tan wool jacket round the smooth shoulders of polished elm, folded his fawn twill trousers neatly at the crease then hung them over the straight bar at the top, and put his shoes side by side on the rack underneath. He told himself that he couldn’t be too drunk if he could perform this routine with such economy of movement and in absolute silence. But then he thought, the very fact that I’m trying so hard means I am distinctly pissed. Must have had a bottle and a half of that Volnay. But Theodora does that to you. She’s so warm and welcoming and relaxing. Restorative, like a whisky toddy.

			In the bathroom he saw his note about the photo lying on Jane’s make-up tray. For a second he wanted to wake her up and say, ‘Look, lady. This note required an answer. Even a scribbled kiss would have done.’ But then he thought of the bulging briefcase and the laptop left recharging in the hall, and forgave her. She works harder than I do, he thought. But how long can we go on like this? It’s crazy.

			He cleaned his teeth with his old toothbrush – the electric one would wake Jane – and returned to the bedroom. He slipped into the bed beside her, and leaned over her to kiss her cheek. She murmured a contented mmmm, and snuggled further into the bed. Away from him, he noted. She pulled the duvet round her as she burrowed. Preventive wrapping, thought Patrick.

			Patrick had been drinking double espressos with Theodora, and now he could not sleep. He tried to tell himself that night thoughts, black thoughts, were not to be trusted. In the morning both he and Jane would be cheerful and loving.

			But in his heart he knew they’d failed. Sooner or later it would be over.

			

			

		

	
		
			One

			Jane eyed the short length of threadbare rug covering two concrete steps, both cracked, into Delhi station, and said, ‘Red Carpet Welcome indeed.’ She read aloud from the leaflet in her hand: ‘“An unforgettable train-journey into the Orient, cushioned by the luxury of the Rajahs.’”

			‘Oh, I don’t know,’ replied Sally. ‘In a country where most of the population is starving, luxury is bound to be relative. I think it’s rather quaint.’ And she took a photograph of the sign above the door. Hanging off its hinges and with a pane missing, its neon tube illuminated the words:

			RECEPTION
Mogul Express

	
			I’ve made a serious mistake, thought Jane, doubts clutching at her like indigestion.

			Would she and Sally survive each other’s company for a fortnight? What if Sally snored? Worse, what if she snored? Could they peaceably share a sleeper each night and a table each evening, sit amicably side by side in tour coaches, in rickshaws and, for all she knew, on camels and elephants?

			She liked and admired her sister-in-law. The attraction of opposites perhaps. Big-boned, healthy, sensible Sally was solid, and free of surprises. She voted Tory, read the Telegraph, shopped at Jaeger and repeatedly prevented Tom, her husband (Jane’s brother and Member of Parliament for Stratford), from writing letters to The Times about bleeding hearts and woolly liberalism.

			But two weeks of Sally? Of her bossiness, of her mothering, of her brisk cheerfulness? She knew Sally thought her flighty, extravagant, wilful. She knew too that Sally saw this holiday as medicine for Jane’s emotional woes, and believed it her job to see that Jane took, and enjoyed, the medicine. Sally might use the enforced intimacy to try and ‘make her see sense’ and go back to Patrick. Jane both wanted Sally’s reassuring good sense and feared it would drive her mad.

			By the time the eighty-odd passengers, pressed together in the comparative warmth of the waiting room, or toughing it out on the chilly platform, were summoned for ‘Welcome Check-In’, Sally had worked out how matters could be better handled.

			‘What they should do,’ she said, ‘is make a proper fuss of us on arrival. They should have handsome fellows in British Raj uniforms bowing us out of our taxis and into our carriages, don’t you think? Or maybe hostesses in saris putting those marigold garlands round our necks.’

			Jane did not agree, and didn’t answer. She looked at their fellow travellers with apprehension. Big confident-looking Germans wearing Berghaus jackets and hiking boots. Loud Americans. Japanese with more cameras than luggage. She thought, every one a national stereotype. I don’t want anything to do with any of them – which I suppose makes me a stereotypical Brit.

			Sally was still reordering matters. ‘Honestly, Jane, we should not have to hang around like this. The proper place to meet one’s fellow travellers is in the bar-car over a gin and tonic. First impressions count, and they could do so much better, so easily. We should write to Cox and Kings.’

			Jane’s thoughts were less constructive. She was mourning her Donna Karan jacket, which was now smeared with axle grease or engine oil from sitting on a station trolley of some sort. The brochure had given her the idea that the Mogul Express was India’s answer to the Orient Express, requiring casual understated elegance. So she’d bought the light cream coat and had her hair cut by Nicky Clarke, Mayfair’s most fashionable, and expensive, hairdresser.

			Now such personal polishing made her uneasy. Even in London she’d felt uncomfortable dropping a pound into a homeless youth’s hat before stepping into the perfumed air of Nicky’s salon. But with a mixture of flattery and bullying, Nicky had talked her into a cut that, shorter at the back than the front, exposed her thin nape, while letting the sides fall forward to frame her face. It made her look both vulnerable and sophisticated. She’d loved it.

			Now she was cross with herself over both coat and hairdo. It wasn’t so much the expense. Nicky’s bill had been astronomical, but she could afford it, and God knows she worked hard enough. But she suspected she was play-acting, aspiring to belong to some jet set. How could she have been so daft as to have her hair (which up to now she’d managed with a bottle of shampoo and an occasional rubber band) cut so as to require a hair-drier, curling brush, mousse and frequent visits to the crimper?

			And she’d known as she bought it that the coat wasn’t practical. The combination of cashmere and silk, heavy but soft, hung with the swirl of a cape from her slight shoulders. In the fitting room at Black’s she’d felt like a model in a commercial. But now the silent, staring semi-circle of Indian travellers, wrapped in blankets and holding string-tied bundles, unnerved her. They don’t know this coat cost enough to feed a family for a year, thought Jane. But I wish I’d come in an anorak, like the Germans. No, I don’t, but I should have brought my old riding jacket.

			A female voice, high-pitched and monotone, obtruded. ‘I always get them down to ten per cent of their first price – I got ten of these bracelets for a hundred rupees, and the fellow started off at a thousand, didn’t he, Elmer?’ The young American woman raised her voice in an attempt to include Sally and Jane, and pushing up the sleeve of her Day-Glo pink trouser suit, displayed a suntanned arm festooned with inlaid brass bracelets, all identical.

			Sally smiled and looked away. Jane pretended she hadn’t heard. For the first time in her life, she was embarrassed to be white, and embarrassed to be a tourist. She did not like feeling lumped together with the American woman and her timid Elmer; with the heavy German videoing the Indians with their bundles as though filming animals in a wildlife park; with the bearded Scot tormenting the young Indian in the Cox and Kings uniform.

			‘Laddie, I distinctly asked for a non-smoking carriage. A non-smoking compartment is no’ the same thing.’ He stabbed the ticket with his finger.

			‘Please, sir. The salon at the end of the carriage is also non-smoking. You will most certainly not be at all inconvenienced by the smoking of tobacco. Not a bit of it.’

			‘Och, but we will be. The other compartments are smoking compartments, are they no’? This ticket says “Carriage: Non-smoking”, does it no’? The reek o’ smoke will be all through the corridors, everywhere. Laddie, we want a non-smoking carriage.’

			The unhappy travel rep tried again. ‘The ill-advised misuse of the word carriage will be brought to the attention of Head Office. And I will make immediate amends. I will ask the other passengers in the carriage to be so obliging as not to indulge in tobacco in the corridors, but to confine their fumigation to the compartments.’

			The Scot would not be amused, and would not be mollified. I don’t believe this man, thought Jane, and lit a Marlboro from the pack that was never to have been opened, the one that was to prove she’d given up.

			At last they were in the train, and in the care of Umesh. Umesh, short, very dark, thick-bearded and with a turban boasting a tail down his back to his knees, announced himself, with a bow and a namaste, as their personal boy, their servant. Jane didn’t like either word, but told herself that if you pay thousands of pounds for a trip on the Mogul Express, you cannot object to memsahib treatment. And Umesh was wonderful: unobsequious and dignified, but reassuringly efficient. He supervised their luggage, requested orders for tea (‘or whisky, or what-you-like’), informed them they would like the train very much, and told them to summon him any time, day or night.

			He should give us a lamp to rub, thought Jane.

			*

			Jane was feeling better, soothed by the nannying of Umesh and aided by the Indian ‘claret’ at dinner and the pleasant rocking of the bar-car. Dinner had been surprisingly good despite an ominous menu that offered a choice of ‘Imperial English Cuisine’ and ‘The Maharajah’s Table of Delights’. It had proved fruitless asking for the Indian menu, because the stewards brought all the dishes, English or Indian, as the cooks produced them, and did their best to get a spoonful of everything on to everyone’s plate. But their determination was no match for Sally’s and, on behalf of them both, she had managed to refuse the greasy roast chicken, frozen vegetables in thick white sauce and leathery potatoes, and they had dined very well on a succession of mild curries and excellent pilau.

			Feeling mellow, the two women were now in the bar-car. Jane, in an ornate armchair, faced Sally across a Benares brass table, the top a round shiny tray.

			‘Would you mind if we joined you? I’m Lucy.’

			Sally looked up, apprehensive. Then, relieved at Lucy’s middle-class Englishness, she made room on the little brocade sofa. Lucy, tall and thin, fortyish, with pale freckled skin and prematurely grey hair pinned back with two tortoiseshell combs, sat down. She was wearing a black cotton jersey dress, its scoop neck underlining a heavy silver necklace. Her suntanned feet were in rope-soled espadrilles. Jane liked her immediately.

			‘And that’s my husband John getting the drinks. I think we four are the only Brits on this train, at least the only four who can talk to each other. We tried talking to the bearded Scot and his wife, but he doesn’t talk to smokers, and John smokes. And I’m not up to international relations just yet.’

			John steered his rounded bulk with surprising grace between the tables, leaning first one way, then the other to counteract the train’s lurching, and put a tray of four beers on the coffee table.

			‘I hope you like Kingfisher,’ he said. ‘Beer is the only booze that’s affordable in this country.’

			‘Beer’s perfect,’ said Jane. ‘And so deftly served! You must be a tightrope walker.’

			‘Worked as a guard on South African Railways once.’ He beamed from Jane to Sally and back. ‘But I was younger and thinner then.’ He patted his sloping diaphragm without embarrassment. ‘I love trains. All trains. Even Hornby train sets and the Bluebell line. Isn’t this fun?’ And he swung a gilt-edged armchair round from an adjoining table and sat on it.

			Jane, catching his mood, thought with some surprise, yes, it is. It is fun.

			Sally made the introductions, clearly and fast, as if addressing an audience, ‘I’m a boring housewife, mother and Tory wife. We live in Tom’s constituency in Warwickshire, and I do all the Tory wife things – fundraisers, fetes, Pony Club, the garden and sewing on name-tapes. This is Jane, my high-flying sister-in-law. She’s a partner in a fancy London firm of solicitors, and is the world authority on shipping insurance, or how not to pay out for skulduggery, piracy, scuttling and dumping at sea.’

			‘Heavens,’ said John. ‘If you produce information at that lick, we’ll have nothing left to tell each other by tomorrow.’

			‘Oh, Lord,’ said Lucy, ‘two solicitors, what bad luck. John’s a lawyer too, for all he wants to pass himself off as a train buff.’

			With relief they settled into a comfortable exploratory conversation, carefully weighing each other up, and admitting to themselves, though not to each other, that they might stick together, and so avoid the necessity of mixing with anyone else.

			‘I think the truth is that we took this package because we were frightened of India, of the poverty or of getting food poisoning. We wanted insulating. But now I think a fortnight with this lot might be worse,’ said Jane.

			‘Oh, I don’t agree,’ replied John. ‘That cantankerous Scottish professor might be interesting once he relaxes, and his wife looks a good soul. I wonder what he’s professor of?’

			Sally answered, ‘Sociology, I bet. Probably ethnic studies or gender issues. And it will be an ex-poly, not a proper university. Real profs aren’t called prof very often, and if they are, they don’t stick it on their compartment door.’

			‘Oh, Sally.’ Jane laughed. ‘You are becoming as stuffy as my brother. Poor fellow, just because he objects to the dreaded weed and has got a beard. But his wife is terrified of the whole adventure. She’s brought two suitcases of bottled water from Strathclyde. They must feel absolute fools. You can get bottled water anywhere.’

			‘What you say is correct.’ The sudden interruption came from the thickset suntanned German who had been filming the Indians on the platform. He leant across the aisle from the table where he sat with a youngish, safari-suited man. His English was only slightly accented but he spoke, Jane thought, too loud, as if he expected to be challenged. ‘But you are not able to guarantee the food, not even on this train. I have inspected the kitchen. It is not hygienic. There is nothing wrapped up or covered over. Johann and I, we have brought all our food with us, for two weeks. We will not be foolish. Why pay so much money for your holiday, and spend all night with your head in the toilet bowl?’

			Jane, offended by the image, rose to the bait. ‘That’s mad. Why come to India at all—’

			John interrupted, rising to his feet, and extending a hand to the speaker with a wide smile that included Johann.

			‘How nice to meet you. I’m John. Lucy, my wife. Sally. Jane. And you are?’

			‘He’s Hans. Hans Engleman.’ Johann said quickly. His relief at John’s intervention was obvious. ‘We are from Frankfurt.’

			His English was unaccented, his voice soft. Looking with affection at Hans he continued, ‘Hans is very cautious, but I have hopes that we will graduate from dried food reconstituted in boiling water to something comparatively safe. Like hot vegetarian curries, ja?’ He smiled the question at Hans. Hans did not return the look.

			‘Not a chance,’ he said.

			The conversation continued, John steering the talk to safe topics like how badly English football fans behave in Germany. Jane slowly sipped her Kingfisher and watched the Germans over her glass. Hans was attractive in a rather obvious way. His bulk was more muscle than fat, and his skin had a ski-slope tan. He was probably only forty but his blond hair was beginning to thin, giving him a deep forehead. He wore metal square-framed specs behind which his pale blue eyes seemed, perhaps, larger than they were. He wore an immaculately ironed light blue shirt, open at the neck, a gold signet ring and a Rolex. He looked, thought Jane, European and expensive without appearing flashy. A confident, powerful man.

			Johann was very different. He was slight, and wore an olive green cardigan over a white silk polo. He had short curly black hair, a thin good-looking face with deep-set brown eyes and a full mouth. But his chin was weak. And he seemed nervous. His hands darted to light John’s cigarette or to top up Hans’s drink like a waiter on his first job, thought Jane. It’s obvious who is master here. Hans is a bully. I wonder if they are out of the closet?

			The men talked first football and then work – Johann was in advertising, Hans in machine-tool manufacturing. Lucy and Sally talked children, Sally boasting of her three daughters’ horsey and hockey achievements, Lucy wryly deprecating her eleven-year-old twin boys: ‘One is a young fogey, determined to get me to dress properly and his father to swap our battered old Suzuki for a Range Rover or something that will raise his status at school. The other is so dreamy he wouldn’t notice if I arrived wearing a nightie and driving a truck.’ Jane, who sensed both women were missing their children already, felt smugly child-free. They moved on to houses, gardens and holidays. Jane, who so seldom had time for ‘woman-talk’, was enjoying herself.

			Lucy said, ‘This trip is my fortieth birthday present, and I’m going to blow a heap of money on entirely frivolous things. Like rugs or bedspreads or junky jewellery. John is into culture and history and will spend forever in the museums and palaces. But I’m for the bazaar.’

			‘And I’m for bed,’ said Sally. ‘Tomorrow it’s Jaipur, and we have to have breakfast at eight. And Jane, you wanted to wash your hair. Shall we go?’

			Jane, like a bossed-about child, was about to protest, then thought, she’s right. If I have another beer I’ll get a hangover and a reputation as a boozer. So they said their goodbyes, real smiles for Lucy and John, more hesitant ones for Hans and Johann, and made their lurching way to their compartment.

			At the end of each carriage, and at the start of the next, they had to negotiate the train servants’ sleeping areas: narrow bunks had been let down in unlikely spaces, and on each one was a young man asleep, reading or just smoking. Without their uniforms and turbans they looked scruffy and a little frightening. But those who were still awake leapt up as Sally and Jane passed, put their hands together with a bow and said a polite ‘Goodnight, madam’ without a hint of resentment at having their privacy so invaded. At the start of their carriage Umesh sat on his bunk with another young man, smoking, Jane was sure, marijuana.

			Umesh leapt up at once, and in one movement passed his cigarette to his friend and swung his turban on to his head. He followed them to their door.

			‘A nightcap, madam? Some tea perhaps?’

			As they assured him, no, no, they were fine, so sorry to have disturbed you, Jane wondered, with a mental giggle, what he’d say if they asked for a couple of ganja joints.

			She tried to explain to Sally what was amusing her, but it was hopeless. Sally had never smoked marijuana in her life, hadn’t recognized the smell, didn’t believe the young men could possibly have been doing so, and thought Jane’s interest in the matter dangerous.

			In the bathroom, Jane concentrated on the ‘facilities’. She abandoned an attempt to put her washbag or its contents on the already crowded little shelf over the basin, and put it on the floor. The cupboard, a cheap wall-mounted medicine chest, was already full of toilet-paper rolls – at least ten of them. A precaution for fragile Western guts, she supposed. The paper-holder on the wall was a bit of bent wire, and threaded on to it were two further rolls. The lavatory had a plastic seat, rather loose. The antiquated geyser above the sit-down shower reminded her of her bedsit days. The tiles, with their crude decorative border, were unevenly stuck on three walls, the fourth being covered in beige formica. The floor was tiled too, with large rough tiles that sloped towards the shower end.

			Jane studied it all with amused satisfaction. She was glad the train was not glamorous and international, with deep-pile towelling bathrobes, Roger & Gallet soap and a decorator’s colour scheme. The bathroom was, after all, as clean as a whistle. There was soap (unwrapped and unbranded) in the soap dish, the loo flushed with enthusiasm and the geyser produced, with a lot of noise, spluttering hot water.

			She sat, naked, on the little plastic stool, a four-gallon bucket of hot water between her knees, and soaped herself and shampooed her hair. She then used the two-pint plastic jug to sloosh great streams of water over her. I prefer this to an English shower, she thought. No chilly edges or sudden changes of temperature. And the rocking of the train made the whole thing an adventure. It was exciting to be doing something as ordinary as washing her hair as the train roared through the countryside.

			Later, when Sally emerged from her turn in the bathroom, Jane found herself giving Sally’s shoulders, solid under the quilted dressing gown, a hug as she said, ‘It’s all right, you know. I won’t go off the rails and run away with Umesh or anything.’ Sally looked serious.

			‘I know you won’t do that,’ she said. ‘But you might do something just as irresponsible. The fact is, whether you admit it or not, you are in a classically vulnerable, unstable state. Separation is quite as traumatic as divorce. More so sometimes, because it doesn’t have the clarity of decision.’

			‘Oh, Sally, I love you. You are such a solid citizen,’ said Jane, laughing.

			Neither of them could sleep. The train rocked and rattled at what seemed like breakneck speed. So much so that their bodies, thrown from side to side, built up a momentum that had them bumping into the compartment walls on one side and in danger of falling out of bed the other.

			Sally lay in bed working out that if the beds had been intelligently installed at right angles to the track, like they are in a British sleeper, the side-to-side lurching of the train would have little or no effect. She determined to get Umesh to move the beds in the morning, if they were not built-in. She felt around the edge and discovered that her bed, anyway, was free-standing. She then applied her mind to the concurrent problems of bedside table and reading lights that such rearrangement would bring in its wake.

			Jane didn’t mind that she couldn’t sleep. She loved the movement of the train. It was both comforting, like being a child in a rocking cradle, and exciting. She snuggled under the bedclothes, which were light and warm with a soft, clean-smelling cotton sheet against her bare legs and under her cheek and chin. I do believe, she thought, that I am, at this moment anyway, happy. When was I last happy? Certainly not since leaving Patrick. Not in the months, maybe years, before. Always guilty about leaving work in time to catch Patrick before he left for the restaurant, or guilty at sneaking out my briefcase at weekends. Well, I don’t feel guilty now. I feel free, excited, maybe reckless. Six hours ago I was sure this trip would be a disaster. Now I’m sure it will be wonderful. Sally’s right. I must be unstable.
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