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				Spring 1947. In a few months’ time the British flag will be lowered all over India, and with Independence thousands of those who made their lives there – as planters, civil servants, or in the Indian Army – will be returning to post-war England.

				Among those coming home, as everyone speaks of it, are Will and Flo Sutherland, who fell in love at the end of the war. India has been the defining experience of their lives: how will they make a new life now?

				They take a lease on an isolated farm in the depths of Devon, but though Will makes a go of it, and their two small children thrive, the relentless work and hardship take their toll. Meanwhile, vulnerable Flo is struggling to write the story of their time in India.

				In the years that follow, Will begins a new career, going from strength to strength, while Flo’s fragilities threaten to overwhelm her. As for the children, Bea and Fred, growing up in the fifties and sixties with stories of a sunlit country which seems happier and more exciting than England can ever be – they have to find their own ways of coming home.

				Sue Gee’s new novel is filled with pathos and humour, beautifully evoking a now all-but vanished world.
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				The child is the eternal being. The grown-up is the ghost.

				Hélène Cixous
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				1947

				She was writing her last letter home in the café of the Grand Hotel. Though an awning shaded the window from the morning sun, the room was splashed here and there with points of light: on the china, on the snowy tablecloths, and the waiters’ crisp starched shirts; against teak panelling blackened with years of cigarette and pipe smoke. And as people lit up now, in uniforms and mufti, tapping out a Player’s, tamping down a wad of tobacco, smoke drifted through the crowded room, to and fro between the little tables, over the tarnished gilt mirror on the wall, up through the slow-moving paddles of the ceiling fan.

				Darling Parent-Birds . . .

				Through the glass-panelled door she could see all the comings and goings in the marble foyer, and hear, as it opened and closed, the shouts for a luggage wallah, for a taxi to the harbour, where troop ships were moving out of the dazzling Bombay waters, sounding the siren, taking home the last British officers of the Indian Army. In less than an hour, she’d be on one of them.

				Darling Parent-Birds, We’ve got here! What a journey . . .

				All the way down from Tulsipore, a place on the Nepal border as far from civilisation as you could get.

				When they’d first arrived last autumn, setting up house as newlyweds in the old wooden bungalow, Will drove her out to the jungle by moonlight, holding her hand as they walked along the paths. Enormous vines hung from the trees. She and Will made out the shapes of roosting birds, the dark silhouette of a sleeping monkey.

				‘I saw a tiger drinking here once,’ he told her, as they came to the glinting bed of a stream. ‘Stayed up all night in a tree to wait for him. The most beautiful creature I’d ever seen.’ He drew her closer. ‘Until I met you, of course.’

				‘You didn’t shoot him,’ she said, when they’d finished kissing.

				‘Shoot him? Of course not.’

				But he’d shot a panther once, he told her, as they walked back to the car. ‘That was different – he was taking the villagers’ goats, prowling around the compound at night. They asked me to get rid of him, and the headman took some jolly good photos afterwards, with my Brownie. I’ve got the head and skin in store: he’ll come back to England with us one day.’

				When he went off to work, riding out to the sugar cane fields at daybreak, leaving her with cook, bearer and his old black Labrador, she lay in a green cane chair in the shade, slept inside in the afternoons, listening to the creak of the punkah, dreaming of his return. We’re so in love, she wrote in her diary. Can it really have happened to me? At last?

				Each evening they had their drinks on the veranda, watching the sun go down behind the distant peaks of the Himalaya, the fall of night so swift, so sudden – and then those stars, a vast shower of silver in the inky sky. Will knew them all, had watched stars and birds and animals all his life. Their bearer brought out supper, stood waiting quietly. As soon as they’d finished, they went to bed – We just can’t keep our hands off one another! she told her diary. In a couple of months she was pregnant.

				And then all this began, she wrote to her parents now, in her corner of the café. Ex-Indian Army officers were entitled to a free passage home, but wives must be paid for – and no woman more than four months pregnant was allowed on board. By the time we heard that, I was already three! So we had to get weaving – one of Will’s favourite expressions! – in order to buy my ticket.

				It had taken a week of train journeys: to Cawnpore, then Delhi, then Bombay. In Cawnpore, headquarters of the Sutherland plantation, they said goodbye to everyone at the Club. One or two are staying on after Independence – they can’t imagine living in England now. But Will’s been here so long, he can’t wait to come home. And I can’t wait for you to meet him!

				She broke off, looked out across the smoky room. Where was he?

				‘You stay there, my darling,’ he’d said, when he’d tipped the luggage wallah. The room off the foyer was heaped with cases. Their trunks were already on board in the hold – stuffed to the brim, and including the panther! Then he was off, striding away to the little white house on the pier again, where he’d been told at Army HQ in Delhi he should buy her ticket. But yesterday it was shut up tight – I only hope it’s open now, or we’re stranded!

				A huge urn hissed on the counter.

				‘More tea, memsahib?’ said the old waiter suddenly at her side. Perhaps someone wanted her table, but she wasn’t going to move.

				‘No, thank you.’ She still had only a phrase or two of Hindi. Will had been fluent for years.

				‘Tik hai?’ he called, every time he came home.

				‘Tik hai.’ She held out her arms. ‘All’s well.’

				The waiter moved to the next table, the door to the foyer swung open and shut, officers came and went. But still no Will. Of course, he was saving taxi money until they left together – one special last night in the Grand has almost broken the bank! – and it was quite a walk to the harbour. And she thought of her first sight of it, eighteen months ago, leaning out on the ship’s rail beneath the awning as they came steaming in: the bright cotton saris of the women selling chai and knick-knacks along the wall, the dusty palms swaying in the hot sea breeze.

				You were so right to tell me to come here, she wrote to her parents, and as she turned the thin blue page of airmail paper, she saw herself, with the other RWVS girls, Judy and Ann and poor darling Rhoda, laughing all through the voyage: over their G & Ts, over the games of deck quoits, and flirtations with handsome young officers returning from leave – men looked so gorgeous in khaki! Out for an adventure at the end of the war, getting over her broken heart at last.

				India! India had saved her.

				It had saved Will, too, from a deadly London insurance office. When his father died in ’34 – a heart attack at the Rectory breakfast table, what an awful thing – he’d left his mother and sister in Norfolk, upped sticks, and come out on his own adventure. Wealthy Uncle Arthur had given him a chance.

				‘And you know, I took to it at once,’ he’d said, telling her all about himself on their first date, as men did. They were having drinks in the Club in Delhi, she with her curls springing out from under her RWVS cap, he meltingly handsome in uniform.

				‘I found the Europeans a dreadfully stuffy lot,’ he went on – oh, how he went on! – over his ice-cold beer. ‘But the young Hindi chaps – we got on like a house on fire.’

				He’d picked up Hindustani in no time, and quickly been promoted, spending ten years with Sutherlands: riding out to district plantations, supervising the growers, buying their cane. ‘Must have ridden about ten thousand miles overall,’ he said, lighting his pipe. ‘Had a super horse.’ Then the war came, and he’d joined the Rajputana Rifles, one of the best regiments in the Indian Army. ‘One of the best in the world!’ He became a weapons trainer, rose to major, fought in North Africa, was wounded at Alamein, almost lost a leg . . .

				‘Now what about you?’ he said at last, as men always did, though you could usually tell, as they leaned forward, and asked if you wanted another drink, that they weren’t all that interested in what you actually did.

				Which was just as well, because one way and another she hadn’t done much with her life, so far. Before the war – well, lots of boyfriends, of course, and in between she’d tried all sorts of things: doctor’s receptionist, kennel maid, nursing home assistant . . . Then: then she’d thought she should do something serious, get a proper nursing training, and that had ended in—

				Oh, she couldn’t bear to think about that time.

				As for the war – she’d done her bit, pushed a lot of planes about in the Ops Room with the WAAF, but frankly it was fun with the officers in the evenings, which was what the war had really been about. Until one of them broke her heart.

				‘Well,’ she said, with a little laugh, perched on the edge of her chair. Waiters hurried to and fro between the potted palms, glasses chinked on brass trays, people up at the bar were roaring with laughter. The atmosphere in here was terrific, everyone letting go now the war was over at last.

				‘Well?’ he asked, giving her what was suddenly the sweetest, truest smile, and suddenly she couldn’t look back at him, couldn’t give one of her flirtatious little looks, could only sit gazing at the bubbles of tonic, fizzing away in her glass.

				Gosh, she’d been miles away.

				I’d better finish, she scribbled. Will’s bound to be back in a minute! And she thought of them all in an English spring, Father at one end of the breakfast table, pushing his specs up his nose as Mother, at the other end, listened to her news.

				Soon the British flag will run down all over the country – Will says it’s bound to happen, and he thinks it’s right. I’m sure Father has been following it all in the paper.

				Vivie would be making toast, and Hugo swinging his legs, stroking the cat beneath the table and longing to get back to his train set.

				There’s just a little matter of a job, of course, but he’s so competent, he’s bound to find something.

				‘All I want to do is look after you for the rest of my life,’ he’d said, as they kissed one another to death in the back of a Delhi taxi. ‘Marry me, marry me.’

				Such an outdoor chap, of course – he’s talking about farming. I do love farms! Anyway – I’ll post this on the way out, and I’ll see you soon!

				And she signed it with all her love, as always, but not as Felicity, but with her new nickname. I know you find it hard to get used to, but once Will said, ‘Flo, Flo, I love you so,’ I’m afraid that that was it!

				She licked the envelope. She wasn’t Felicity Davies any more, either. Mrs William Sutherland, she wrote on the back. And just The Grand Hotel, Bombay, because they didn’t have an address now.

				She put down the letter, and looked across the room. In the huge gilt-framed mirror she saw herself amidst the hurrying waiters, amidst all the officers and wives: a woman in her thirties, newly married, expecting her first child. Happiness and pregnancy lit her up, she knew it, though she’d been told she was pretty all her life. ‘You’re very bad for a man, Junior,’ gorgeous wicked Guy had told her, trying to get her into bed, as they all did. Then he went back to his wife. She hadn’t even known he was married. But now – now all that was in the past, and she was a different person.

				Was it true? She looked at herself through the drifts of smoke, and saw an officer at a nearby table look back at her, in the mirror. She’d been so used to men’s glances: now she turned quickly away.

				Had flirtatious, impetuous, scatter-brained, oh-so-emotional Felicity really gone for ever?

				Felicity Davies.

				Mrs William Sutherland.

				Flo.

				Could a new name make you a new person? There were so many things she wanted to leave behind. No more weeping. No more feeling an utter fool. She was going to make something of herself at last.

				And as she thought of the fun she’d had, writing her letters home, and of all her Indian diaries – notebook after notebook from the bazaars, packed away in her trunk – it came to her. One day she would write about her time here, and how it had changed her life.

				She tucked the letter into her bag, and pushed back her chair. The baby kicked. And then the glass-panelled door swung open, and there was Will, striding in at last, making his way through the tables towards her.

				‘My darling. Still no ticket wallah – I waited for ages. But we can get it on board, apparently, from the purser’s office. A chap’s just told me.’ He helped her to her feet. ‘So sorry I’ve made you wait all this time.’

				‘Doesn’t matter,’ she said, and her heart went flippity-flop as he kissed her. ‘I’ve been writing away. And the baby’s just kicked again.’

				And he said that was splendid, he was so glad, and then he paid the astonishing bill, and went to get their cases, pointing out to the luggage wallah the green leather one he’d given her as a wedding present, and his old brown army kitbag. Both were stencilled with their initials: he’d organised that, as he had everything else.

				A born organiser! she’d written to Vivie, telling her all their wedding plans. Getting married in Delhi within three weeks of meeting – I can hardly believe it! And yes, I know it’s the right thing. Promise.

				She followed him out across the cool marble floor.

				‘On you go,’ he told her, as a boy in white jacket bid sahib and memsahib goodbye, and opened the great wooden door to the street. ‘That’s it.’ And she walked through, and he swung the bags after her, and out into the sun.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Part One

				Rain, Hens, Mud

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				It lay at the back end of nowhere: a square brick farmhouse a mile up a deep Devon lane from a hamlet. An old wooden platform for milk churns stood in long grass at the gate, overhung by trees. Beyond stretched twenty-five yards of mud.

				‘Well, here we are!’ said Will, as the taxi, a roomy old Austin, pulled up in the pouring rain. He shoved the passenger door open and through the streaming windows Flo watched him race out into the wet towards the gate, where an ancient wooden letter box was nailed on the post. The gate looked heavy and old, and she saw him struggle with the iron catch, but then he heaved it over stones and swung it wide. ‘Done it!’ he shouted. ‘On you go!’

				And he stood there, saluting, as the taxi went bumping through. The driver, entering into the spirit of things, gave two hoarse toots on the horn, as Flo and the children waved wildly from the back. ‘I’ll follow you up!’ he called.

				He swung the gate to, just in case Baba went running out – you had to watch her like a hawk, you never knew – and for a moment, in the driving wind and rain, he looked up towards the house.

				The snapshots Fitz had sent had been taken in the spring: apple blossom, scudding clouds, a lilac by the door in bloom: that sort of thing. Cousin Fitz had money, the only one in the family who had, left a fortune by old Uncle Arthur. Like a saint, she had come to the rescue.

				‘I’ll buy it, Willie, and you can lease it from me! How about that?’

				She said it was empty, the old chap gone and his son selling up; she said there were seventy acres, and a lot of potential for a good mixed farm. Home from India with a new wife and baby, up in Norfolk with Mother and Agnes, finishing off at agricultural college, it had all sounded pretty good. Marvellous, in fact. Looking at it now, all grey and shut up – well, you had to start somewhere. And he pulled down his cap and made a dash for it, as the taxi drew up before the porch and Flo leaned out of the window, calling, ‘You’ve got the key!’

				So he had. He ran up, squelching in the mud. ‘Here we are!’ He felt in his pocket and pulled it out, a big old iron thing, the kind of key Flo would call romantic. ‘Here we go,’ he said, as she and the children got out and ran into the porch, Freddie in Flo’s arms. Behind them the driver was opening the boot.

				‘Stand back, you kids,’ Will commanded, hardly room for all of them in the freezing entrance, and Baba pressed back against the wall while Flo held Freddie close. Will shoved the key into the lock, turned it, and pushed the door open. ‘In we go!’

				In they went. At first it was so dark they could hardly make out a thing, just bare wooden stairs up ahead, and a bit of light from a window at the top. All the downstairs doors were closed, and everything smelled shut up, mildewy, dusty and damp. It was perishingly cold. The children were silenced, their eyes enormous in the gloom. Behind them the driver was dropping their baskets and bags and cases in the porch, where the rain was splashing in.

				‘I think that’s it, zur.’

				‘Jolly good. Thanks so much.’ Will felt for his wallet. ‘Mind if I stay here with the family? I’m afraid you’ve got to do the gate again.’

				‘That’s all right, zur, you carry on.’

				And he was gone, bumping away with a last toot on the horn.

				Will heaved the stuff into the hall. Two of the cases had come home with them in ’47, each with their stencilled initials. In January 1950, it felt amazing to see them here.

				A new adventure, he had written to Fitz in his Christmas card from the Rectory, and all thanks to you!

				Flo, Freddie still in her arms, opened the door to the kitchen. Will followed. They gazed at the chipped white sink, the unlit range, an airer hanging wonkily above it; at a table thick with dust and a couple of chairs, likewise. Their own stuff was coming down with Pickfords tomorrow: their beds, the high chair, the pram, the Windsor chair. Everything. Should’ve been today, of course, but there’d been a balls-up.

				Baba was running about. Will put his arm round Flo.

				‘We’ll soon make it a home.’

				‘I know.’ She gave him a wan little smile.

				‘Come on, let’s have a look at the rest.’

				Off they all went through the house, Baba racing ahead through every door: into the sitting room across the hall – bare boards, a fireplace and an old red sofa; up the echoing wooden stairs to the bedrooms, one big, one small, one tiny.

				‘Like the three bears,’ said Flo brightly.

				‘This is my room!’ said Baba, running across the floorboards to the window. Water was seeping in through the frame, and the sash was broken. They looked out through the rain, saw an ancient caravan parked by a gate, then empty fields and the misty hills beyond. Will made out a track, leading between tall hedges towards more fields. He supposed all this was his now, thanks to Fitz.

				For a moment he had a flash of the last land he’d managed: saw the endless rows of Cawnpore sugar cane, tall and feathery, stretched out beneath the sun, and the dazzling white dhotis and turbans of the workers walking in bare feet along the earthen paths. He heard the sound of the billhooks, slashing away at harvest time.

				‘Tik hai?’

				‘Tik hai, sahib!’

				‘Will?’

				He followed her voice. ‘How are we getting on?’

				The bathroom was floored with cracked green lino. An unclean basin, a WC with an ancient cistern. He pulled the chain, and nothing happened. Pulled again.

				‘Try the taps,’ he told Flo, and she turned on one on the bath. Not a drop, not a dicky bird. A spider the size of an egg cup crouched over the drain.

				Freddie was starting to grizzle.

				‘I’m hungry,’ said Baba. ‘I’m starving!’

				‘They’ve turned off the stopcock,’ said Will. ‘That’s all it is. I’ll go and have a look for it.’

				‘I’m hungry!’

				‘Now, then,’ said Flo, taking her hand. ‘This is the moment for Grandmother’s picnic, don’t you think?’

				‘I should say so,’ said Baba.

				Wherever did she pick it all up? Eyes like a hawk, ears like a – well, he couldn’t think what it was now. But they laughed, and trooped down the stairs again, and while Flo was digging about for the basket he went to look for the stopcock, finding it where it should be, under the sink. Devil of a job to turn the thing on, but at last—

				‘Done it!’ he shouted, and banged his head on the sink as he got up again. Flo hated him swearing in front of the kids, so he just took a few deep breaths and turned a tap on. Water came gushing out. Thank God for that. Of course, they would have to boil it.

				What a fool I was, thought Flo that night, as they all lay shivering on the bedroom floorboards. What a fool. What had she seen, when Will suggested farming? A white-painted gate leading into a meadow. Will leaning over it, smoking his pipe. There were cows, with someone to milk them. A dear old cart horse. There were hens, with eggs to collect, such a happy thing. The children would be country children, brown and fit, and she would watch over them while she sewed beneath the trees. There was a beehive, and it was always sunny.

				She must have been mad.

				‘Will?’ she whispered, over the heads of the children.

				‘My darling.’ He reached over and squeezed her hand. They were lying on his old army greatcoat, spread as far as it would go, so the children could be out of the draughts coming up from the gaps in the boards: draughts were a killer, her mother had told her that. ‘You don’t feel the cold, but the cold feels you, my darling.’ What would they do out here, if one of them got ill? They were all still in their clothes, her own winter coat and his jacket snuggled round the children in the middle, and she and Will left to pull on every jumper they had. And their gloves. She wound her woolly scarf round her mass of curls, and he kept his cap on.

				‘What a hoot!’ said Baba.

				They lay there now, listening to the wind roaring all around the house, and the rain beating against the windows.

				‘Would you say it was funny?’ whispered Will.

				‘Just about.’

				Next morning, the rain had eased off but there were puddles everywhere and the sky still grey. The cold of the house was terrible: they were still in their coats, but Will found the last of the coal in a bunker, enough for a good few days, with a rusty old scuttle and paraffin can. A cardboard box half full of damp kindling and a heap of newspapers were in the pantry. He spread out the kindling to dry on top of pictures from the 1949 Devon County Show, and lit his pipe. Then, while Flo and the children had a breakfast of milk and jam sandwiches, he went out to look round the yard.

				A barn, a cowshed, dairy, calf pen and tractor shed. Everything was in a hell of a state: rusting iron, missing tiles, rotting timber, cracked concrete flooring. In the cowshed, twenty neck chains, icy to the touch, hung above twenty feed bowls. Rain dripped from the gutters, moisture shone on the brick walls. He’d be out here twice a day. He strode through to the back yard, where the cattle would stand when they came in from the field.

				Old wet straw lay here and there on the concrete; as in the parlour, a channel led out to the slurry pit, which he could smell from here. It was fenced in, with a rusting padlock on the gate; even so, he’d tell the children it was out of bounds. Not to go near, understand? Nowhere near!

				And he went out to the front again, looking into the barn, still with a few old bales heaped up, and into the tractor shed, where a 1938 Massey-Harris, bought with the lease, stood waiting. A pretty good buy: they lasted for ever if you looked after them.

				Through the rain he heard the back door opening, and Flo bringing the children out. Baba came splashing through the puddles in her wellies.

				‘Want a ride?’ he asked her, seeing her eyes grow wide at the sight of the towering tractor, the enormous wheels still caked with mud, the headlamps hung with cobwebs, the cab so high. And he swung them up one by one, behind the muddy wind flap and into the seat.

				‘Go!’ shouted Baba, Freddie on her lap. She grasped the wheel. ‘Go go go!’

				The iron seat was lined with old sacking; they slid about.

				‘How are things?’ he asked Flo. ‘How’re we getting on?’

				‘We’re getting on,’ she said, shivering.

				‘Chin up.’

				She nodded dumbly. And then there was a hooting from the lane.

				‘Pickfords!’

				‘Thank God.’ He ran down to the gate.

				They spent the rest of the morning getting everything into the house, keeping the children out of the way as the big iron bed was taken up the stairs in pieces and banged together again. Then came Baba’s bed, and Freddie’s cot, and Will’s old army camp bed, which could come in useful for visitors. If they ever had any.

				In came the chests of drawers, the wardrobe and cupboards, the tea chests of linen and clothes; all the kitchen things. Everything, except for the wall clock that had hung in the Rectory study, was post-war utility, cheap and varnished. The Windsor chair they’d bought at an auction in Norfolk. ‘We have to have one nice thing,’ Flo had said, when Father had sent her a birthday cheque. Now it sat by the stone-cold range, and now Will must get the thing going. He pulled out the matches from his jacket pocket, thought of the pleasure of sitting in that good old chair in the evenings, smoking his pipe in the warmth.

				It took three goes and the last of the paraffin before it all caught. ‘We’re off!’ he shouted. ‘Come and look at this!’ Flo scooped up Freddie again and they all huddled round it, their faces lit up by the flames. Then he closed the door.

				‘Think that’s about it, sir,’ said the Pickfords foreman, bringing in a long mirror, wrapped in a blanket. ‘Where’d you like this?’

				‘Flo? Where do you want the mirror?’

				‘In the bedroom,’ called Flo, looking at the boxes of china and crockery waiting to be unpacked, wondering how soon she could get the children down for a nap.

				‘I’m hungry,’ said Baba. ‘I’m starving!’

				Hawkchurch was all that way down the lane; she’d have to go down there tomorrow. But now—

				‘Hold on a minute.’

				‘I’m starving!’

				She put Freddie down and rummaged in the box for rusks. That would hold them off for a while; then they could have another couple of jars of Cow & Gate.

				Tonight they could even have them warm. Even as she thought it, she could feel the fire begin to die.

				The windows shook in their frames and let the rain in. She went round stuffing towels in the gaps. There was no electricity, of course: they lit oil lamps every evening. The range was a nightmare, needing constant attention. There was no time for constant attention: that was what the children needed, inside and out.

				We are surviving! she wrote to the parent-birds. That’s all I can say!! She posted the letter, a scrawled half-page, in the letter box outside the Hawkchurch shop, which was also the post office. The mile-long walk was one she got to know all too well, bundling the children up in coats, leggings, hats, boots, mittens, getting the pram out, with its little seat for Baba to ride on when she had a mind to, Freddie asleep or propped up at the back. They bumped over rough ground down to the gate; she hauled it open, pushed the pram through, hauled it shut again, set forth down the sloping lane. Pushing it back up again was a hell of a thing.

				‘We’re singin’ in the rain, just singin’ in the rain’ she sang to the children when she had the strength.

				Everything was non-stop. They were up with the children at six, Will outside straight after breakfast, banging about with repairs, getting the tractor going, taking it out over the land to see what needed doing. Indoors, she was learning to cope. The Ostermilk book had given her a good routine when Baba was born and she hadn’t had a clue, not really, living in the Rectory while Will went to college, Mother-in-law watching her like a hawk. Get baby into a routine, said Ostermilk. First feed, bath, swaddle, sleep in the pram, change napkin. Second feed, walk in the pram in the fresh air, kicking, change . . .

				Then Freddie arrived. Ostermilk didn’t talk about having two children. Baba pulled the ribbons out of the white matinée jackets, while he yelled for his breakfast. She hid the little bootees. She sat in her high chair and turned the bowl of semolina upside down on her head. The book hadn’t talked about living on a primitive farm, no electricity, having to boil all the drinking water, mud.

				One day, when Flo had five minutes to herself, she’d write about it all. And as the Devon rain poured on and on, she saw herself three years ago, waiting for Will in the Grand Hotel in Bombay. One day, she’d thought then, she would write about India, the great experience of her life.

				She must! She must dig out her diaries, and get it all down . . .

				Rain gurgled in the ditches, huge shaggy hedges towered above them. You only saw the fields when you passed a gate, and then there was nothing to see, the cattle all indoors for the winter: only soaking grass or ploughland, bordered by bare trees, the kind of view to make your heart sink, if you let it.

				‘Happy again,’ sang Baba, perched on her little seat. The children were certainly having a good time, and that was the main thing. If they had nothing else, they had space, inside and out, and no beaky old Mother-in-law to have to worry about, as Baba raced from room to room, Freddie crawling after her. She built towers of bricks and sent them crashing on to the floorboards, clambered over old hay bales and jumped down shouting, with no one to tut-tut-tut.

				Never had Flo said goodbye to anyone with such relief: waving from the window at Mother-in-law and Agnes standing side by side in their dreary hats on the Norwich platform and sinking back into her seat as the train puffed away – ‘Thank heaven for that!’

				Will had looked a bit hurt – they were his mother and sister, after all, and of course they’d been terribly good and kind – but they were difficult, no two ways about it: M-in-law such a starchy old thing, typical clergyman’s widow, and Agnes so – so what? Awkward. Shy. But snappish, waspish: you never quite knew what would come out.

				‘You don’t know anything about farming, Willie,’ she’d said, when he’d told her his brainwave. Willie! No man should be called Willie, ever. And pouring cold water over his great idea: it was horrid.

				Of course, Flo should be eternally grateful to her.

				‘My brother is coming for the weekend,’ she’d said, as they got settled into their billet with the RWVS. The sun of a Delhi afternoon filtered through slatted wooden blinds on to their beds and suitcases. From outside in the teeming street came the cries of the bazaar, a frantic ringing of bicycle bells. ‘I’ll introduce you,’ said Agnes, hanging up her jacket.

				In Will came to the dining room in his khaki shirt, brown and fit, with that lovely moustache and dark hair, that laugh. As soon as she saw him, she knew. They both did: that first drink only confirmed it. All I want to do is look after you for the rest of my life . . . But poor old Agnes – going out and coming home alone. Of course, she was jealous: she must be.

				Anyway, she’d been wrong! Here they all were on the farm, and going to make a go of it, come what may. But you couldn’t take your eyes off the children for a minute. Yesterday they’d got stuck in the mud, unable to move an inch until she ran out and rescued them. Meanwhile the range went out, heaps of washing piled up – and so on and so on, she’d written to her parents, can’t stop now!

				She’d have to get help: perhaps she could put up a notice in the post office window. No good putting an ad in the Lady – no one with any sense would come down and put up with somewhere so primitive, it would have to be somebody local, some good strong Devon girl who was used to it all. Mother’s help needed for busy farmer’s wife. Never, in all her born days, had she thought she’d be that.
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				‘The cows are here, the cows are here!’ shrieked Baba, as two huge trucks drew up at the gate. They’d been talking about it for days. Will ran down, shouting.

				‘Well done! Good show!’

				Through the gate came the cattle trucks, and Flo and the children all went outside, watching them go bumping up and along the track to the fields. Every now and then a great bellow sounded. Through the wooden slats they caught glimpses of wild dark eyes, muddy flanks, horns.

				‘They’ve got horns!’

				Freddie was thrashing about in her arms.

				‘Promise me,’ said Flo, as Baba jumped up and down, ‘promise you will never, never go near them by yourself. Not in the yard – keep still, Freddie – not in the field, never, never, never.’ She felt suddenly sick. What did she know about cattle? What, frankly, did Will? Of course they had taught him milking, calving – what else did cows do? But getting up close to a great horned animal, managing a herd?

				‘Promise?’

				‘Promise.’

				‘Off we go, then.’ For alarmed as she was, she was also excited, wanted as much as the children to see what came next. They hurried down to the second field – goodness, how heavy Freddie was – panting as they reached the open gate and saw the trucks bump through.

				‘Wait for us!’

				‘You stay there!’ called Will, slamming the gate to, and she perched Freddie on the top rung while Baba scrambled up, and clung on. Wind whipped over the field. Then the men jumped down, one with a clipboard, and stood talking to Will. Snatches of ‘Friesian – Dairy Shorthorn – dockets,’ blew towards them, with verdicts on the weather.

				‘Come on!’ called Flo. ‘We’re freezing here!’

				The men glanced towards them and smiled.

				‘Big day, isn’t it?’

				And in a minute or two they started to lift the iron bars across the back doors and swung them wide. Even from the gate they could sense the great shifting inside. Down came the ramps.

				‘Steady! Stand back!’

				Little bits of straw fell on to the grass, and then the first cow came down.

				Baba clapped her hands to her mouth.

				Huge with calf, the black-and-white horned beast stumbled slowly into light and fresh air, over the slatted ramp towards the ground, where she stood, and looked about her.

				‘Poor old thing,’ murmured Flo, and held on tight to the children as the men all stood round with their sticks and a great smile spread over Will’s face. On the cows came: ten, eleven, twelve, black and white, dull brown, tan and white. ‘I like that one,’ said Baba. ‘Do you like that one, Mummy?’

				‘I think that’s a Guernsey,’ said Flo, remembering the books opened out on the dining-room table in Norfolk, when everything about farming was a happy excited dream.

				‘Go on with you!’ the men were shouting, getting them out across the ground. ‘Garn!’

				Thirteen, fourteen, the last a muddy white. And then it was over, the cows moving slowly away from the trucks, the men climbing back in the cabs and Will striding over to the gate.

				‘Get down now, kids!’

				They stood back with Flo as the driver came through, waving and sounding the horn, and Will swung the gate shut once more. Off went the empty trucks, rattling away, and more bits of straw came flying out on to the mud.

				‘Done it!’ said Will, and put his arm round Flo and kissed her. ‘Not bad, eh?’

				‘Not bad at all,’ she said. And then, ‘Will you really be able to manage?’

				‘It’ll be all right, you’ll find.’

				And they all turned back to the gate and beheld the herd – their herd – getting the measure of the place, looking round them, beginning to graze, as the sun came out a bit, and shadows and cattle moved over the bright spring grass.

				It was dark when he got up, the alarm clock on the chest of drawers ringing its head off at five. Dark and cold as charity. He pulled on his clothes and felt his way out along the landing as quietly as he could: Flo, still fast asleep, wouldn’t thank him if the children woke. Downstairs, he stoked up the range and filled the kettle, lit and turned up the wick on the lantern. Then he pulled on his jacket and boots and went out, the lantern swinging before him.

				In dry weather the rutted ground and hedgerows, the huge shapes of the barn and outbuildings, were outlined by starlight and the fading moon. Often, however, it had been raining, or was raining still, and the lantern was his companion in the dark and wet, as he walked along the track to the cow field.

				Once, the land he knew had been cleared from jungle, and he on horseback overseeing five hundred square miles of it, riding old Kolynos all day in the heat. He put up his tent in a village, setting up next morning to issue the workers’ chits, count out rupees, hear the endless stories of why, This particular week, sahib, I am in special need. The jackals are eating my crop, the crop is drying out, the nilgai are lying in it, somebody has been stealing . . .

				But now: now he was home. England, green and rain-soaked. And already each morning the birds were up, whatever the weather, and the songs of thrush and blackbird, finch and warbler, never failed to please him, no matter how tired he was.

				He’d loved birds all his life: the songbirds of his Norfolk childhood; the starling and pigeons he watched rising and falling over the fountains of Trafalgar Square, from his deadly insurance office. Fitz’s father had saved him from all that: out on the P&O liner in 1934, twenty-two years old and suddenly fatherless.

				‘Of course you must go, Willie darling.’ Poor Mother.

				And as the dawn birds sang on, and he opened the field gate, he saw again the croaking crows of India, and the wicked old vultures, like specs in a hazy sky.

				The cattle were moving slowly towards him.

				‘Come on, then, come on, come on.’

				He always left his stick by the hedge; took it up now and waited as they came filing through: Hatpeg and Daisy, Bluebell and Guernsey Noo. Flo and Baba had named them, had favourites, Guernsey Noo the best beloved, as Kipling might have said.

				‘Go on! Go on!’

				He gave a nudge to Bluebell, followed her out, huge haunches swaying ahead of him, the rain slanting down, everything muddy and wet and lantern-lit. As they came into the yard he glanced up at the house, still dark and silent. All you could hear was the slow steady footsteps over the concrete, as the cows filed into the shed, the stream of piss with a lifted tail, the splatter of shit, running down the gulley to the slurry pit. He got them all settled with their feeding bowls, he went for the pails. Half-past five, and this lot to milk before breakfast.

				Once, he’d shot jungle fowl and a panther. Once he’d had garlands hung around his neck. Here, all that felt like a dream. There were snapshots somewhere, everything still in a muddle from the move. Perhaps Mother had them. He settled himself on the stool against Hatpeg’s dun-coloured flank, felt for the teats on her swollen creamy udder.

				‘Right then. Off we go.’

				Fitz drove over from Dorset in her marvellous car. When she hooted at the gate, on a windy April morning, even from the porch they could see its sleekness and splendid comfort: the gleaming chassis, the running boards.

				‘That she drives herself is a miracle,’ Will had said, when she wrote to say she was coming. How you are getting on?! Longing to see it all.

				‘She should have a chauffeur, you mean?’

				‘I mean it’s extraordinary that she learned how to. Got herself behind a wheel.’

				Fitz – Francesca, but she couldn’t say her name when she was small, and Fitz it stayed – was the only child of elderly parents. She had always been delicate. The excitement of a birthday party made her sick. School made her anxious. A cold would inevitably go to her chest. She came home early from dances. So it went on.

				Will knew all this from his mother, first cousin to Fitz’s father. He’d shown Flo a photograph in her album: the family, circa 1910, the parents arm-in-arm on a terrace, she small and white-haired, Sir Arthur Sutherland tall and white-moustachioed. Sitting at their feet, Fitz in a frock, smiling bravely.

				What saved her was music: she played, she even taught. Having young pupils come to the house was not too taxing; she could even go to their homes without too much anxiety. Incredibly, she learned to drive. And Mozart, Chopin, Schubert – the sound of the piano filled the drawing rooms of Dorset. Then, in her thirties, she found the love of a good woman.

				This was something Will had spoken of to Flo only once, treating it with both a light touch and a deep distaste. A couple of funny old lesbians. No one else ever mentioned it, and Flo had to suppress a giggle, when told, at the thought of Mother-in-law’s reaction. Fitz lived with her best friend, that was what everyone said.

				The best friend was Eleanor, a pale-haired aristocrat who had, it seemed, left her husband for Fitz. He was never spoken of, but she kept her married name: Lady Eleanor Forster. For years, the two had lived contentedly, and very comfortably, in a whitewashed house near Lyme Regis. Fitz (still a martyr to ailments) played, taught, summoned the doctor and watched her investments; Eleanor read, gardened, painted watercolours: the Dorset lanes, the coast.

				Staying with the family in Bournemouth soon after Baba was born, Flo had gone down there with Will to be presented, and been welcomed with open arms.

				‘Flo! We meet at last! Willie, give me a kiss!’

				Now, as he swung wide the farm gate, and this magnificent car came slowly up the track, she thought of the Turkey rugs and comfortable sofas, the grand piano, the cabinets of silver and porcelain treasures, honeycomb for breakfast. What on earth would Fitz make of the way they lived here? Then she reminded herself that if it were not for her they would not be here at all. While Agnes had poured cold water, Fitz had consulted an estate agent, seen its potential, bought it. Just like that.

				‘My dears!’

				Will, running up behind, pulled open the door and she emerged: tall, slender, in the best of all possible tweed, with a plum-coloured felt hat stuck with pheasant feathers.

				‘Catch!’ And as she strode round the gleaming bonnet she pulled off the hat and sent it spinning towards the children. Flo leaped and grabbed it before it landed in the mud, Baba squealed and Freddie was dumbstruck. He could stagger about these days, and stood gaping at the car with his dark brown eyes like saucers.

				‘Flo! My dear!’

				Then it was all hugs and kisses and exclamations.

				‘I want to see everything! Who’s going to show me round?’

				‘Me! Me!’

				The wind blew through the lilac, sun and cloud played over the mud, the bright spring grass, the rattling windows. Fitz produced Wellingtons from the awesomely capacious boot and she and the children, each with a streaming cold, each with a hand, marched through to the yard. She was shown the milking parlour, cowshed and tractor shed, the water trough, the barn and calf pens.

				‘But where are the calves?’

				‘Next month,’ said Will. ‘We’ve got six due.’

				‘But where are they now?’ demanded Baba.

				‘Under the gooseberry bush.’

				‘Where’s the gooseberry bush?’

				‘I can’t remember now. Come on, you introduce Fitz to Hatpeg and Molly.’

				And while Flo got the lunch on, they all went out to the fields, walking down the track, past what would be the hen field, past the old empty caravan. The cows looked as if they had been here always: grazing beneath the windswept sky, ambling over to the water trough. Birds flitted in and out of the hawthorn hedge and sang in the ash and elm.

				‘Well done, Willie,’ said Fitz, as they leaned on the gate. ‘Jolly well done.’

				‘All thanks to you, Fitz,’ he said, pulling his pipe out. ‘I’ve got the first of the arable fields ploughed up, you’ll be glad to hear. I can show you after lunch, perhaps; they’re further down the track.’

				‘And what are we sowing?’

				‘Come and see the henhouse!’ said Baba, tugging at a slim gloved hand, as he began to tell her.

				‘You’re quite wearing me out.’

				They walked back to the empty field opposite the house, where a battered old henhouse rested on wheels in the grass.

				‘Where did you find that?’

				‘Local paper advert – they drove it up here from Axminster last week. Going to do it up – I’ve got three dozen point-of-lay pullets on order.’

				‘I’m going to have my own hen,’ said Baba, wiping her nose with the back of her sleeve.

				‘“May I have my own hen,”’ said Fitz, as they all walked back to the house. ‘Manners maketh man. Where’s your hankie? Freddie, hold my hand.’

				Lunch round the kitchen table was a happy affair and, in Flo’s eyes, a miracle. She had cooked a roast! She had cooked it on the blasted range! A miracle, a triumph. And fantastically expensive, of course, using up all the meat coupons for a month, but no matter for once: Fitz, accustomed all her life to the best of everything, should have the best they could do here – God knows they owed it to her.

				What a happy visit! Thank you both so much! said the letter which came two days later. Alas, I caught the children’s colds, and am writing this in bed.
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				The three dozen pullets came up to the farm a fortnight later. ‘Rhode Island Red,’ Will told Flo, as the crates were opened up and the birds released. They had a field to themselves, they had the huge old henhouse, newly creosoted and cleaned out, with perches, fresh straw in the nesting boxes and white china eggs to give them the right idea. They had a ramp at their own little door. Everyone was enchanted.

				And did the hens stay in their field? Did they lay in the nesting boxes?

				‘Get off!’ shouted Flo, coming out one morning to find one perched on the hood of the pram. And then, two days later, finding her snugly arranged inside it. ‘Get out! Get out at once!’

				She scooped her out and flung her away. Baba burst into tears.

				‘Don’t throw her!’

				‘They’re tough,’ said Flo, as the bird ran squawking into the lilac, and had found that this was true. Tough and implacable. That hen – yes, that one – came back to the pram the moment her back was turned, and soon she grew used to inspecting it for eggs before putting anyone in. There were hens all round the porch, rushing up for scraps. Will had a bucket in which every potato peeling, uneaten crust, eggshell and cabbage stalk piled up; the birds grew plump, grew glossy, and more persistent.

				‘This one doesn’t look very well,’ said Baba one morning, clutching a bird to her chest.

				It was true. She was thinner than the others, she had a drooping air. They put her in a box in front of the range, with her own tin lids of grain and water, and her own cardigan.

				‘Darling, are you sure—’

				‘She’s cold,’ said Baba happily, tucking her in.

				Needless to say, the hen enjoyed all the fuss, and recovered nicely. And would she go back with the flock?

				‘She’s my hen,’ said Baba. She christened her Brownie and carried her everywhere. Everywhere. Flo found her in Freddie’s cot, in Baba’s bed, tucked up next to Squeaker the bear.

				‘She cannot come upstairs! Cannot!’

				Baba burst into tears. ‘Poor Brownie! Don’t be cross with her!’

				Down in the playpen, Freddie began to roar.

				‘Now what?’ Flo raced down to find his finger trapped between the double wheels of a small brown cattle truck, a present sent by Fitz. Oh, for crying out loud.

				‘It’s all right, darling, Mummy’s here.’ She hauled him out, yelling, sat him on her lap and gently prised out the swollen little finger. ‘Poor Freddie, it’s all right now.’ She put the finger to her lips and kissed it. ‘There we are.’ He snuggled up against her, and the roaring stopped at last.

				‘Brownie’s staying downstairs now,’ Baba announced, bringing her in to settle on the beaten-up old sofa beside them.

				‘I’m glad to hear it. Give me a kiss.’

				‘Kiss Brownie.’

				Flo put her lips to the cold red comb. I’ve got to get someone to help me, she thought again. Will nobody answer that ad?

				Josephine was sixteen, and tied her hair up in a turban. Its little wings stuck out at the front and became a delight to Freddie, when she carried him about.

				‘You keep those hands to yerself,’ she said peaceably, as he tweaked and tugged. The turban was made of whatever came to hand – an old scarf, an old tea towel it sometimes looked like, but no matter: it spoke of her workmanlike attitude to the day ahead. She arrived in gumboots, always, kicking them off at the door to do inside chores in a pair of carpet slippers, which she carried up the lane in a tool bag. This was also of interest to Freddie, who rummaged, or from time to time stored things in it.

				‘Lawd sakes,’ said Josephine, at the end of the afternoon. ‘What you go putting this here for?’ She pulled out bricks, spoons, bits of rusk.

				Beneath her coat she wore a pinny, bright and flowery and edged with bias binding. No one ever saw her without it, though she sometimes rang the changes in the flower department.

				‘That’s pretty,’ said Flo, who did everything she could to encourage, praise and generally hold on to her for the three days a week they could just afford. Within hours of her answering the advert, she couldn’t think how she had ever managed without her.

				‘That’s pretty, Jofaween,’ said Baba.

				‘And that’s a nice ribbon in your hair this morning,’ said Josephine, hanging her coat up. ‘Terrible windy,’ she added, pulling on her slippers, and then, ‘Lawd sakes!’ She hopped about, tugged off a slipper and shook it. Out fell the cattle truck. ‘You’ll do me an injury, you will,’ she told Freddie.

				‘Leave Josephine’s things alone,’ Flo told the children, time and time again.

				‘Now, then, Josephine, if you could just hang up the washing while I make the beds . . .’

				Out she went with the basket and peg bag, out went the children after her. Peace, perfect peace. Upstairs, Flo made and straightened the beds, picked up the vests and dungarees and jumpers that Baba had scattered wildly over Freddie’s room while she was getting him dressed. Sun fell on to the dusty floorboards, the eiderdowns, the bears, and she stood at the window in Baba’s room and looked out on to the land.

				Will had done the milking and was now out in the fields, and though she couldn’t see him she knew he’d be happy on a day like this, just as she was, seeing the sheep from other farms sprinkled over the distant hills, the fields greening up, the cattle grazing, the hens let out and foraging everywhere – everywhere! And by the back door the lilac was in full flower at last. The clothes line was round the side of the house; she could hear, just, the children’s voices, carried by the wind.

				‘Here’s a peg! Here’s a peg!’

				Now, then. What next? Lunch for five.

				Downstairs the front door banged. Josephine was calling up from the hall.

				‘What next, Mrs Sutherland?’

				Up came the children, bang bang bang on the bare wooden stairs.

				‘We’re hungry! We’re starving!’

				Could two children be stronger and fitter and happier?

				‘Just going to muck out the cowshed,’ Baba announced after lunch, and set off with an enormous broom. ‘I’ll be back tomorrow night.’ Flo grabbed the camera and followed.

				‘Just going to drive the tractor,’ Baba said next morning, and sat beaming on Will’s lap as they chugged out of the yard. ‘This is the gear lever,’ she told him.

				‘Daddy’s little Baba.’ He held her tight as they drove along the track. He’d taken the hood down now spring was here and he yawned in the petrol fumes.

				‘Are you sure it’s not too much for you?’ Flo had asked at breakfast. Sometimes he looked so weary.

				‘Of course not.’ He tucked into rationed bacon and their own eggs – jolly good ones. Freddie was banging his dish in the high chair, Baba fed little bits of toast to Brownie under the table. The kettle hissed on the range; the sun came pouring in. He had a family he loved, he’d manage. But, God, he could do with a hand.

				Then a letter arrived. Letters were Flo’s lifeline, the sight of the post van at the gate the most cheering thing in the world: she pulled on her boots and ran down to the box, lifting the old wooden lid – and often lifting up one of the children, too, if they came with her. ‘Take!’ said Freddie, pulling out letters from Norfolk (dull) from Bournemouth (joy! With a cheque from Father, perhaps?), and from Fitz in Dorset: How are the hens?! There were also feed bills, quite a lot, and copies of the Farmer and Stockbreeder. But today the envelope that Freddie waved at her was addressed to Will in a hand she didn’t know, with a postmark from Suffolk. Who on earth was that?

				‘Good Lord,’ said Will, coming in for elevenses and ripping the envelope open. ‘It’s from old Mike Geering. Chap I knew in the war. What’s he got to say for himself?’

				What Mike Geering had to say was that since he came home he’d been selling Ewbank carpet sweepers door to door. Not a lot of fun. Got your address from the regimental secretary. Just wondering if you could do with a bit of help.

				‘What do we think?’ asked Will, putting the letter down. ‘Could be damn useful.’

				‘But where would he sleep?’

				‘In the caravan?’

				‘It’s filthy! It’s freezing.’

				‘He’s tough,’ said Will, getting to his feet. ‘Let’s give it a go.’

				And so, as her father would say, it was settled. They scrubbed out the caravan and put in a paraffin stove. Flo found a couple of chairs in an ad in the post office window. She made up the bunk bed. Three weeks later, on a sunny afternoon, Mike arrived, getting the bus from Axminster to Hawkchurch and walking up the lane with his army kitbag, a wiry dark chap in his forties with a thin moustache and a strong handshake.

				‘I’m very glad to be here,’ he said. ‘What needs doing?’

				Now things were easier: two men to do the milking, that was the main thing, as well as the work in the fields and the endless odd jobs on a farm. And now, on Josephine days, Flo was cooking for six. Each Sunday evening she went through the ration book, counting out the coupons before the week ahead. Two ounces of butter, lard or margarine per person: five years after the war, it was still bread and scrapings. Bread: she was learning to make it. What a performance. Her arms ached with kneading.

				‘Mummy, look!’ They came in one afternoon to find a hen sitting snugly on the bowl of dough, left in front of the range, covered with an old tea towel. ‘Get off! Get off!’ Out ran the wretched bird, scattering little bits of dough from her yellow toes.

				Tea was still on ration and they drank gallons: sometimes she used the same tea leaves twice. ‘Ugh! Flo! What’s this?’ Coffee was coffee and chicory. Pretty patriotic tins in red, white and blue, but a revolting drink. Still, they only had it for elevenses and everyone got used to it. No more dried egg, thank God: now they had more eggs than they could ever need. She and the children boxed them up – ‘Careful! Careful!’ – and took them down to the butcher in Hawkchurch, or Will took them into Axminster on market day. Quite an income.

				They also had milk, of course, and the children lived on milk puddings: good strong teeth and bones. And then there was the veg: Will had sown barley, kale, sugar beet, swedes and potatoes and mangelwurzels, a name that made the children shriek with laughter. Soon they’d be pretty self-sufficient, thought Flo, as she scraped and chopped. For someone whose life before the war had centred on men, clothes and shopping, she wasn’t doing too badly.

				‘I did try to be serious,’ she told Will, when they were getting to know one another, and it was true, though it had been a disaster. There was a year in her life she could still hardly bear to remember. ‘I love you just as you are,’ he told her, kissing her again. Oh, whatever would have become of her if they hadn’t met? One day she’d get it all down.

				Finally, she bought an exercise book in the village shop. It was dusty pink, a school book with multiplication tables on the back, and cost four pence ha’penny, which she took from the egg money. All the way back up the lane, pushing the pram with Freddie propped up against the cushions and Baba perched in front – ‘This is fun!’ – she thought about what she would write.

				That evening, when the children were asleep, she found a pencil and began, sitting at the kitchen table, while Will, in from milking, sat with his pipe by the range. Mike, as quite often, had gone down to the pub. And she began their story, as only she could tell it: how she’d gone out to India with a broken heart, sailing out on a troop ship, right at the end of the war.

				I joined the RWVS, and we were sent out to cheer up the troops! I thought it would be an adventure, help me get over my misery. I made a lot of friends on board, but we lost touch in different postings. Then, in my billet in Delhi, was a girl called Agnes, terribly awkward and shy, though she could have been pretty. One day she said: ‘My brother is coming over this weekend.’ And as soon as I saw him I knew! It was love at first sight!!

				‘What are you writing?’ asked Will, tapping his pipe out, looking over.

				‘Our story,’ said Flo, turning and pressing down the page. ‘How we met and fell in love.’

				‘Good Lord.’

				He stretched, yawning, and heaved himself out of the chair. The range was getting low again: he lifted the scuttle and shook in the last of the coal.

				‘What a sweet thing to do,’ he said, going out to the bunker.

				Flo turned back the page and read what she had written. She sounded like a schoolgirl. Not that she’d been any great shakes at school, nor done anything terribly clever afterwards, until—

				Before the war I was training at one of the big London hospitals, she wrote. I wanted to be a good nurse more than anything in the world, but unfortunately—

				Unfortunately she hadn’t been able to stop crying. She wanted to do it so well, and she found it so hard.

				I suppose I’d had rather a sheltered life until then—

				She stopped, put down her pencil, sat there at the kitchen table. The wall clock ticked steadily, the coal settled down in the range. Here, all around her, was her new, unimagined life. A draughty old farmhouse, chilly even on a summer evening. Her children asleep upstairs, her husband working his socks off. And she at the centre of it all, finally finding her place.

				I suppose I had a kind of breakdown.

				There had been nothing she could get right, nothing she could take in, or do on time. All that anatomy: she took endless lecture notes, sat up for hours learning it all, then went into a panic in the tests. She knew it, she knew it, how could she have failed? All that disease, all that disinfection: on the ward she dropped things, and Sister shouted. She rolled up yards of bandages, then got the folds all wrong when dressing a real live wound.

				She made eyes at one or two real live young male patients, she couldn’t help herself, it was how she was made, but oh, the ticking-off in Matron’s office. She went into theatre on observation and fainted at the first incision. They were all supposed to be tip-top London nurses and she was useless. She couldn’t sleep. She cried and cried.

				When she started to cry on the ward, they sent her home.

				Even now, thinking about it, even though it was years and years ago, Flo felt darkness stealing in. She picked up her pencil again.

				I can feel darkness stealing into me – it frightens me, even now.

				Will came in again with the scuttle.

				‘How are we getting on?’

				‘Oh –’ she shook her head quickly – ‘I’ve done enough for today.’

				Had he really understood how frail she’d been, how utterly inadequate?

				‘Flo? You’re looking a bit off.’

				‘Just being silly,’ she said, and she closed the book. The cover, printed in black on that dusty pink, showed Britannia in a plumed helmet, one hand resting on a shield embossed with the Union Jack, the other grasping a trident. She was gazing out over a landscape lit by a setting sun. Or was it rising? The Supreme Exercise Book, it read, with places for Name and School. British Made.

				‘I’d better write something supreme,’ she said, as Will shook coal into the range. The bright fuel seen through the open door always cheered her up. All the clothes on the airer stirred a little in the sudden wave of warmth.

				‘What’s that?’

				‘Nothing. Just thinking.’

				That landscape was a funny thing, though: not rolling English hills but jagged mountains. She supposed it was Scotland or somewhere, but it took her straight back to the distant glittering peaks of the Himalaya, her happiness in love. Oh, let me remember that, she thought. Let me be a proper person now.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				4

				The morning was bright and fresh. As he drove down the track between the fields Will watched sparrows and tomtits flit in and out of the hawthorn hedge, everything greening up. The thin blue line of smoke puffed out of the stove-pipe chimney on the bonnet; when he pulled up, and turned off the engine, all he could hear was a deafening silence, and then the thin bleating of the goats, two white kids he’d bought on a bit of an impulse and then regretted: one more thing to think about.

				He climbed down, pulled out the sack of feed from the cab.

				‘Back a bit!’ he told them as he pushed open the half-door. ‘Move!’ He filled the trough, turned over the bedding. Then he began the walk-about, field by field, striding along the paths, inspecting. Row upon row of young corn and kale and sugar beet were pushing up nicely, with turnip and swede: good food for hungry people still on rations, good animal fodder, and all with a guaranteed price from the Min of Ag and Fish. Farmers were highly thought of these days: after the war they were going to get the country fit and strong again.

				Hard to believe what it had looked like when they arrived, lying fallow or forgotten, everything choked with sorrel and dock. He’d seized the place by the balls.

				Not that it wasn’t taking it out of him: no use pretending – even with Mike to help out, he was feeling his age. Still: look at that. Look at those acres of green. Something to be proud of. Not to mention strong calves, and the Milk Marketing Board setting a good price for milk. Not to mention two growing children and a loving wife. They’d done it: against all the odds they were making a go of it.

				The wind was whipping up a bit as he turned and walked back up the track, hearing once more the plaintive cries of the goats, sticking their heads out through the door. It got to you, the wind – it could go right through you, no matter how many layers you pulled on – and as he came up to the tractor he felt again something that kept coming and going, a tightening in the chest, then a sick swimmy feeling. Probably just the end of a cold, but – he stopped, put his hand on the bonnet, breathed and breathed. There: it was gone.

				What I’ve decided, wrote Flo at the kitchen table, is just to write about now. So much going on! So silly to think about the past! And things are getting easier all round now Mike is here – though there’s even more washing! As for the goats . . .

				When they put out the washing the goats were waiting: they’d have tea towels and dusters off the line before you could say jack rabbit.

				‘Jack rabbit!’ said Baba, shrieking with laughter as they bounded away.

				Freddie is teething, so we’ve had a few broken nights, poor little chap. But other than that—

				Behind her the windows were rattling. She looked up. A shower was blowing across the yard, Will pulling up in the tractor. Across the hall the children were in the playpen, put in a corner of the sitting room, still uncarpeted, dusty and full of rainy light. They were banging about with bricks. Time for elevenses, and a mountain of wet washing to hang above the range.

				Summer unfurled, and the farm felt settled, with Mike smoking his pipe on the caravan step at the end of the day, Josephine heaving the gate open three mornings a week, calling out to the children as she reached the porch. ‘Hello, my ducklings! What are we up to now?’

				She took them out to collect eggs in the hen field: Freddie hauled an enormous basket, and Baba held Brownie close. ‘You’re my very own,’ she told her, stroking her face. At evening milking, Mike heaved Baba up on to Guernsey Noo’s bony back, and held her hand as they swayed along. Will kept an eye on Freddie, stumbling along with his stick.

				Everyone’s happy these days, but other than Josephine we hardly see a soul! Flo wrote home. Only the milk lorry and the vet.

				Then came a letter from Wimbledon. That dreary flat! Flo knew what it would be like, without ever setting eyes on it. Mother-in-law and Agnes, moved from that lovely old Norfolk rectory, setting up home together, getting on each other’s nerves, putting up horrible curtains.

				‘Auntie Agnes is coming to stay,’ she told the children. Of course, they couldn’t remember her.

				It was June, everything full and sweet-scented: the summer grass, the hay in the nesting boxes. Even the smell of the muck heap in the yard was good – this was the country, after all. Flo made up the camp bed in Freddie’s room, pushed his cot across the landing into Baba’s, ironed a guest towel, if you could call it that; nothing new bought in this house since she didn’t know when.

				She went outside and stood amongst the hens round the door, watching the sun play over everything, the mud all dried away, the children running about. It all looked picture-book; if she and Agnes couldn’t get on now they never would – this was as good as it would ever be, with plenty to do, plenty to show her – ‘Don’t know anything about farming’ my foot.

				And Agnes, it seemed, was coming down for a reason – ‘Something to tell you,’ she said in the letter to Will. As always, it ended, ‘Give my love to Flo,’ and as always it felt a bit chilly and tacked-on.

				Stop it, she told herself, calling the children in for elevenses. Look how much you have to be thankful for, and poor old Agnes living with that stick of a mother.

				Will went down to Axminster on the tractor to meet the train and Agnes, squeezed laughing into the cab beside him, arrived in a pretty summer frock and a very good mood for once.

				‘I had to cling on for dear life!’

				The children ran up as she clambered down on to the footplate.

				‘Let me look at you! How you’ve grown! Flo – let me give you a kiss.’

				It all got off to a splendid start.

				But then: ‘I’ve brought you a little present, Flo.’ Agnes gave her a book in a brown paper bag. ‘I hope it will be helpful.’

				Flo pulled it out. ‘How to Run Your Home without Help,’ she read aloud. ‘Gosh. Well – thank you, Agnes. Of course, I do have Josephine now – but still. How kind.’

				She gazed at the contents: What Running a Home Entails. Have a Plan. Planning the Kitchen – oh, ha, ha, ha. The Weekly Cleaning. More Weekly Cleaning.

				‘I’ll look at it later,’ she said.
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