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			Wickam Farm, Oxfordshire


		


	

		

			Chapter 1


			When I was young, and we were very alone, my mother tried her hardest to make the world seem a nicer, gentler place for me. Once, during a terrifying thunderstorm, she told me I was not to worry, it was only God moving his furniture in heaven, a thought that kept me rigidly awake all night.


			Another time, in Norwich, where she was taking care of an elderly widower, I saw, on our way home from the cinema, what I now realise was two people having vigorous sex in an alleyway. They were playing trains, she said, and when I said it looked nothing like the trains we sometimes played, when we put the soles of our feet together and cycled them round and around, she laughed, or maybe she smacked me. You could never quite be sure with her.


			But that wet November night, driving to north Oxfordshire, she was fresh out of cheerful things to say. We were going to Wickam Farm, home of Daisy Barker, my godmother, my mother’s friend and sometimes employer when all else failed. Daisy had invited us down, ‘for reasons we’ll discuss when you get here’, which was more than fine by me, not just because London, bombed out, boarded up, rationed, was so depressing, but because I loved the farm. For me it was a place of refuge, but for my mother, for reasons I didn’t understand, a place of shame.


			Sheets of rain fell on our taxi’s windscreen faster than the wipers could keep up; on either side of us, hedges as high as small houses narrowed the world down to wet lanes ahead, grey skies above. So quiet there too – just the whoosh of water, the croak of a wet pheasant.


			A herd of Jersey cows, steaming from the rain, stopped us at the Roman ruin crossroads. Our taxi driver, a dear old boy who’d earlier looked as if he might die happy under the weight of my mother’s suitcases (she had that effect on men), burbled away, trying to catch her eye in the rear-view mirror. Lately, he said, he’d driven all sorts to Miss Barker’s: missionaries, schoolteachers, nurses, even some black people. ‘Doesn’t she run some sort of Indian charity there?’ he asked.


			I felt my mother stiffen beside me. ‘No idea,’ she said in her most Home Counties, position-closed voice. ‘Haven’t seen her for absolutely ages.’


			Behind his head, she dug her nails into my hand and rolled her eyes. The impertinence of the common man was one of her themes since the war, even regarding conversations she herself had started. But that was my mother all over, a medley of mixed messages.


			We’d come to the iron fences that marked Wickam Farm’s boundaries, and around the next corner, when I saw the long drive, the pollarded ash trees, the dark woods beyond, my heart stirred. We were here: Wickam Farm, the closest place to home I’d ever known. Daisy was here.


			Daisy, with her large teeth and her honking laugh, had become something of a mother figure to me, though she had no children of her own. It was Daisy who’d encouraged my nursing ambitions: ‘Something solid and useful to go back to when the war is over.’ And Daisy who, when I was accepted at Thomas’s, took me up to Garrould’s to buy dresses and aprons, the navy blue suit and little hat.


			Daisy, who looked endearingly like an overgrown schoolgirl, had, before the war, run an orphanage in Bombay. She’d written books and political pamphlets, and during the war, she had come home to manage the farm, which had been requisitioned by MI6 and become a boisterous dorm for a cast of artists, bohemians and academics. I’d spent as much of my hospital leaves as I could down here, and when I’d listened to Daisy debating with the clever men around the kitchen table, I’d realised that she was their equal in intelligence and bravery. I couldn’t wait to see her.


			The porch light went on as we approached the house. Daisy, wearing a man’s coat and galoshes, dashed out shouting to the driver, ‘Ware! Ware!’ An old hunting cry, to warn us of a new and enormous pothole in the drive. She flung her arms around my mother – ‘Glory, how wonderful to see you’ – which made me happy. I wanted other people to love my mother even when I couldn’t. I buried my face in the old tweed coat.


			Daisy said the drive was so dangerous now, it was safer to walk the last hundred yards. ‘Would you mind frightfully carrying their cases to the house?’ she asked the driver. ‘Oh, aren’t you kind?’ He trotted off happily. It was one of Daisy’s many gifts to make everyone feel they were an essential part of whatever action they were involved in.


			Wickam Farm was a handsome three-storey late-Victorian building with low gabled roofs. Tonight, rain had left a halo of mist around it, giving it a ghostly look. Its peeling windows wore a shaggy gown of Virginia creeper through which four faint lights peeped.


			A horse cantered to the gate to greet Daisy.


			‘Bert was demobbed after the war.’ She rubbed him between the ears. ‘His owner was killed, so we bought him for nothing, didn’t we, Bert, at the world’s largest horse auction, the Elephant and Castle sale – half the poor loves go for meat now.’ She handed me a piece of bread to give him. I felt the soft velvet of his lips in my hand, and saw his dark eyes gleaming in the half-light. I took a deep breath.


			‘I’m so glad to be back, Daisy,’ I said with more emotion than I’d intended because my mother, shivery and taut, was standing beside me.


			‘We’re a job lot at the farm at the moment,’ Daisy said as we crunched up the drive. ‘I seem to be running a sort of ex-Raj boarding house – I say, do watch out.’ She flashed her torch down another large hole. ‘Ci Ci Mallinson’s back from Bombay with her daughter Flora; she’s rented the upstairs bedroom, and of course, Tudor, my half-brother.’


			My mother’s grip tightened on my arm. She’d told me in a deliberately casual way on the train down about Tudor, aged forty, old by my standards, unmarried, owner of half the twenty-acre farm; Tudor who we’d never met and who might, just might, possibly … well, I knew the rest, because as my mother, an incorrigible matchmaker, never failed to point out, men were a scarce commodity after the war, and I was approaching the fatal abyss of thirty, when ‘a woman loses her bloom. Not you, though, darling – and don’t you dare roll your eyes at me! I’m only thinking of you.’


			‘Tudor was at boarding school most of the time I was in India,’ Daisy continued, ‘so we’re getting to know each other again. We’ve delayed supper in your honour.’


			‘Sorry if we’ve held you up,’ my mother said, on the defensive already.


			‘Glory.’ Daisy put a steadying hand on her arm. ‘I’m just so happy you’re here.’


			The shadowy hall was as I remembered it. The crunchy fur of a lion skin beneath our feet. The severed heads of foxes, deer, a tiger staring coldly down. (Daisy’s father, a civil servant in Mysore, had been a keen shot.) The sweet familiarity of dog smells, bacon, soup and damp raincoats.


			‘We’ll need the smallest room first,’ my mother told Daisy, whisking me into the downstairs cloakroom. ‘Won’t be a sec.’ She locked the door and whipped off my hat, then got out a lipstick – a sample with no proper lid – and tried to dab a little on my cheeks.


			‘Mummy, for God’s sake. I can do it myself if I need to.’ I pulled away from her, washed my hands and tried to control myself.


			‘Trust me, darling,’ she said. ‘You do. You’re so pale, we must get you on a tonic soon.’


			‘Not the tonic!’ I said in my pantomime voice, knowing we mustn’t fall out now. Her gorgeous black hair crackled like a forest fire as she brushed it, and she was breathing hard. To calm her, I put a slick of lipstick on.


			‘There.’ She straightened my dress, shot her big brown eyes up at me. ‘All done. What a fuss you make about nothing.’


			


			Conversation stopped as we walked into the dining room. Three pairs of eyes swivelled to look at us, not in a friendly way.


			‘So … introductions.’ Daisy’s amiable smile did not falter. ‘Before we tuck in.’


			‘Shut the door first,’ said an impatient male voice. ‘There’s a hell of a draught.’


			‘Tudor, my love,’ Daisy closed the door with her heel, ‘this is Kit! The wonderful nurse I was telling you about.’ She twisted the knob on the oil lamp so we could see him. A thin man dressed in shooting clothes, plus fours and a green waistcoat, with one of those very pink English skins that looked as if it could peel off in damp weather, a high forehead, and gingerish hair that was already receding. He didn’t look like Daisy at all, but then he was only her half-brother.


			‘Tudor,’ she said, ‘is frightfully interested in archaeology and knows all the Roman sites around here.’ When he raised a languid arm in my direction, my mother gave me a little dig in the back. Sparkle was its message.


			‘Soup, please,’ he said to the figure on his right. ‘Before it gets cold. Butter when you’re finished.’


			‘And that is Ci Ci passing the butter,’ Daisy continued. ‘Or Mrs Cecilia Mallinson if she prefers. Recently home from Bombay.’


			An old lady, late sixties I guessed, dressed in a lurid kimono, waved vaguely in our direction. There was a King Charles spaniel at her feet. ‘I hadn’t quite finished with it, Tudor, but as you wish …’


			‘Kit and Glory,’ Daisy continued, ‘have kindly agreed to help me with the charity.’ My mother’s eyes flickered in my direction. Daisy, who’d bailed us out at intervals over the years, was always good about explaining our presence here without denting our pride. ‘But Kit’s been nursing at St Thomas’s,’ she smiled at me, ‘so she deserves a bit of a break first.’


			‘Oh well done you. That must have been ghastly,’ said Ci Ci. ‘Is the mother the Anglo-Indian one?’ she added. Clearly Daisy had briefed them before we arrived to avoid any conversational pitfalls. ‘Looks awfully white to me.’


			I felt my mother flinch. Of all forms of introduction, this was her least favourite. ‘And this is Ci Ci’s daughter Flora,’ Daisy continued smoothly.


			A plump girl, early thirties, made her way crabwise to her place and sat down.


			‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said.


			‘It’s the pea and ham again,’ her mother said. ‘Did you wash your hands?’ She took a scrap of ham rind from her plate and put it in the dog’s mouth.


			‘Flora was a Land Girl in Wiltshire during the war,’ Daisy explained. ‘Fearfully hard work.’


			‘Hello, both.’ Flora, who had a kind, sweet, hopeful face (gormless, my mother said later), held her hand out across the table, her dirty knuckles visible for all to see. My mother, who had a horror of germs, took it gingerly.


			‘Are you still nursing?’ Flora said, passing me the soup. Same old lovely Royal Worcester tureen and battered silver ladle with grape vines on it.


			‘Yes and no,’ I said. ‘I’m studying again, hoping to go back to …’ I could see my mother shaking her head. I’d promised, on the train, not to mention the midwifery course too soon. ‘To London. And you?’


			‘Well … not actually sure.’ She crumbled her roll. ‘Now Mummy’s back, I’ll probably stay with her for a while, which is nice. You see, I was at school before the war, while Mummy was in India, so tons to catch up on.’ Her smile was that of a mongoose left with a snake.


			‘I like your shoes.’ The old lady put down her soup spoon, and looked at my mother, who was sitting very regally, her legs on a slant like a model, displaying the exquisite, almost finicky table manners she’d tried to pass on to me.


			‘Thank you.’ My mother glanced at her snakeskin courts. ‘They are rather fun, aren’t they? I can’t remember where I got them.’ I’d last seen the shoes on the high-arched feet of the wife of the solicitor she’d worked for in Norwich.


			


			When everyone had finished eating, Daisy started to pile the dirty dishes on to a tray. My mother and I got up automatically to help her.


			‘Stay where you are,’ she commanded. ‘House rules: no work on your first night.’


			‘It’s been impossible getting servants since the war,’ complained Ci Ci. ‘Everyone thinks they’re too good for it.’


			Flora looked at her mother uncertainly, and half rose. ‘Should I …’


			‘Sit down, Flora,’ the old woman snapped, in a we’re-paying-for-this kind of voice. ‘Godfrey, my husband,’ she told Tudor after pouring herself another glass of damson wine, ‘had twenty years in the jute industry, and loved his job. Flora only met him twice, which was sad. You never stop being a mother, you know.’ She pronounced it ironically – muthah – as if worried she might sound sentimental.


			I saw the heat rise in Flora’s cheek and thought, poor creature. No father, no husband, no home, no job now that the war had ended; just a future of rooms in boarding houses and cheap hotels with this strange old bird. But then we were all feeling the aftershocks, and the strain; hunger too, with rationing being worse than it had been even during the war.


			After another glass of wine, Ci Ci tried to lift her dog into the lamplight, and I saw how strangely she’d put her lipstick on. It extended far beyond the corners of her mouth, and in the half-light looked like a wound.


			‘And where are all these people going to sleep?’ she asked the dog, giving him a kiss.


			‘In Nannie’s old room at the top of the house.’ Daisy had returned with coffee. ‘You can see the fields and woods from there.’ She produced all her friendly teeth at once.


			‘Bless you, Daisy.’ My mother sounded every bit as regal as the old crone. ‘It’s splendidly quiet, too.’


			


			‘I hope you don’t mind the attic,’ Daisy said to me the next morning as we were walking across the farmyard. ‘I knew you’d want separate bedrooms, but I’ve had to rent out all the others since the war, and you’ve seen the drive!’ This with an aristocratic lack of shame: Daisy was never furtive about money.


			‘How did you meet Ci Ci?’ I said, circling round a large puddle.


			‘In Bombay, at a party. She had a splendid house then, servants, a husband. He died of a heart attack doing up his shoes, and then of course everything ended shockingly fast after Independence. She can barely boil an egg, poor love.’


			Four geese waddled across the yard, and in the distance, mile upon mile of fields lay bathed in pale sunshine. Rumour had it that seven Roman charioteers had burned to death in the valley below us. A headless man smelling of charcoal was said to haunt the house.


			‘I’m happy in the attic,’ I said, and meant it. I didn’t believe in the ghosts, and I liked my room’s whitewashed plainness, with its sloping ceiling, the washstand, the small soft bed that had once belonged to Daisy’s parents. But what I most liked was the mile upon mile of open country outside, the silver flash of the river that ran through it. The quiet of the space (so quiet you could hear an apple drop from a tree at night) was a blissful luxury after four years in nurses’ dorms in London. My last dorm – spluttering gas fire, clothes horses crammed with other people’s dripping underwear – was claustrophobically small. Nowhere quiet to cry there, with only two feet between each bed.


			And I did cry, uncontrollably at times, and I needed to think. It wasn’t, I told myself irritably and often, as if I was going through some special kind of interesting crisis. It was the war, it was life, and nobody’s fault that my cohort at St Thomas’s had been catapulted straight from the classroom into the Blitz. In my first year on the wards, when London was bombed for fifty-seven continuous nights of horror and bedlam, the hospital, plum opposite the Houses of Parliament, was a sitting duck. One night, we’d seen what looked like the whole of the Thames – houseboats, warehouses, park benches, trees – on fire.


			And now the war was over, and this great quiet blank had opened up. I knew I wasn’t the only nurse to still feel extraordinarily tired, in my brain, my spirits, the deep muscles of my legs, as if I’d gone from twenty to seventy in a few short years; or to wake suddenly in the night to the nerve-shredding sound of screaming ambulances; or to find there were times when it took all my mental strength not to give in to the series of gruesome snapshots pooled at the bottom of my mind: the rotting meat smell of burns, the young fireman injured by shrapnel in the gullet, who gargled blood before he died, and, of course, the girl. But I was experiencing something else too. I’d tried for the second time to complete my midwifery training, and I’d failed and that felt awful.


			Everyone tells you when you are a nurse or a doctor that mistakes happen, that we’re only human, but the girl was the one who took me to the edge, and I can’t write about it, can’t think about it now. All I can say is I found it hard to forgive myself, and probably never will.


			


			Daisy beamed at me as she unlocked the door to the barn.


			‘I’ve been dying to show you this,’ she said. There was an immediate smell of dust and hay, and I remembered feeding lambs here during bad weather – the muscular suck of their tongues, the way their eyes rolled when the milk entered their mouths. ‘It’s been our greatest challenge so far.’


			The barn was freezing inside, almost colder than outside. She switched on a naked bulb, festooned with cobwebs, and the first thing I saw was a large blackboard with the words The Mother Moonstone Maternity Home Fort Cochin chalked on it in Daisy’s slashing hand, followed by a column of figures. Beside the blackboard were two battered school desks piled high with files, and three boxes labelled Medical Supplies and Not Wanted on Voyage. Tacked to one of the walls was a large chart, one I recognised from R. W. Johnstone’s textbook on the internal workings of the pregnant woman at term.


			‘I do prefer the office to be separate from the house, don’t you?’ said Daisy, seeing my dubious gaze. This office was arranged like a small stage set in the middle of hay bales and stacks of old gates. ‘It’s essential to get the house out of your head, at least for part of the day.’


			Daisy, I knew for a fact, was often up at five, feeding animals or cooking stews, in order to clear this time for herself. She knelt to light the stove in the corner, brushed a dozing farm cat off her desk.


			‘That’s yours.’ She pointed to the chair opposite hers and handed me a rug to wrap myself in. ‘But Kit,’ she said, looking at me steadily and kindly, ‘before I bamboozle you, how are you honestly?’


			There was a time when this kind of invitation had led to some of the best and frankest talks of my life. Not now.


			‘So much better,’ I said. ‘It’s good to be here.’ The vague idea I had had about confiding in Daisy already felt like self-indulgence. Sharing the house with dispossessed strangers was no piece of cake, and I thought she looked tired and had lost weight since I’d last seen her a year or so ago.


			‘I wonder if it was a mistake,’ she offered, ‘for you to plunge into the midwifery course again so soon after the war. What does Glory think?’


			‘Not thrilled,’ I said. The truth was my mother hadn’t spoken to me for a week after I told her. She’d been horrified the first time around, and now her plans for me ran along the lines of something sanitary and secretarial, maybe a doctor’s receptionist, a place where you wore nice clothes and met men and flirted discreetly with them.


			‘Hmm, I didn’t think she would be.’ Daisy sucked in her lips.


			‘But I was enjoying the training.’ I faltered, furious that my lip was wobbling. ‘I was doing well in my exams, I wanted to finish it. It’s not that. I got tired, I think,’ I added lamely. ‘And this awful winter … you know … normal things.’ I closed my eyes tight to blank out the memory that followed me everywhere: the girl. Her screaming mouth.


			‘Well, we don’t have to do any of this today if you don’t want to. And don’t let me bombard you.’ The expression in her eyes was so kind, I had to take a deep breath.


			‘Honestly, Daisy,’ I stood up, ‘my brain’s going to turn to dust if I don’t work again soon, so spill the beans.’


			She laughed as if I’d made a splendid joke, and opened the desk drawer. ‘Let’s get cracking, then.’


			


			Over the next hour, Daisy, intent and serious, sketched out what seemed to me a dangerous plan. ‘Do you remember me telling you about the orphanage I ran in Bombay in the late twenties?’ she began.


			‘Of course!’ I’d enjoyed her stories about Tamarind Street.


			‘Well, it was a marvellous time. I set it up with a group of egghead women I’d met at Oxford, and we ran it with Indian volunteers. We all got on splendidly, and I was very happy there, and although it was a drop in the ocean, we did at least do something, though not nearly enough.’ Daisy, who never blew her own trumpet, looked sad at this.


			‘In August, after Independence, we thought we would be kicked out, or worse – but something’s cropped up.’ Her eyes flashed. ‘Something very exciting. I’ve been asked by my very good south Indian friend, Neeta Chacko, to continue to help a mother-and-baby clinic at a small hospital in Fort Cochin. The plan is to work alongside their Indian staff and develop a short course to share Western knowledge with the local village midwives, the vayattattis. So we’re on the hunt for English midwives to go out to India. The right kind.’


			‘The right kind?’ I asked cautiously. ‘Meaning?’


			‘Well, not pig-headed know-it-alls. We can learn a lot from the local women.’


			‘But who would want to go?’ I asked. In the last few months, the papers had been full of lurid accounts of the mayhem that had followed Independence: the thirty thousand Muslims hacked to death, the slaughtering of innocent passengers in burning trains, neighbour killing neighbour and so on. ‘Don’t the Indians loathe us now?’


			‘Well you see, that’s rot,’ Daisy said. ‘Some do with some justification, but others, we worked with them for years, they were our friends, and besides, they need all the help they can get.’


			‘Don’t they want to cut the apron strings?’ That was what my mother had told me, a bitter note in her voice.


			‘Not entirely.’ Daisy put a kettle on top of the range. ‘God, it’s cold in here, it might even snow tomorrow the weatherman says. It’s partly our fault that India still has an appalling infant mortality rate. Tackling it wasn’t high on our government’s list of priorities when we were there, and sensibly, their government wants foreign midwives from America and Britain to fill in the gaps.’


			I must have looked sceptical. Handing me a mug of tea, she said, ‘The situation, frankly, is dire. The riots and killings have placed a tremendous strain on local hospitals. Neeta has begged us to come back, to bring equipment, books, money, anything we can.’


			She got up and put a piece of rotten gate on the fire.


			‘Are you going?’ I felt my mouth grow dry.


			‘I can’t.’ She looked stricken. ‘I have to run the farm, otherwise it will collapse, and anyway, it’s important that the Moonstone has its own Indian administrator. It’s midwives they need. Have a flapjack.’ Daisy’s flapjacks were good: moist and chewy, with just enough golden syrup in them to make them sweet.


			‘I’m not a proper midwife yet.’ I took a flapjack from the tin. ‘When I first did the training, I had two more supervised deliveries to do before I sat my Part Twos.’ The rule was that pupil midwives who were qualified nurses had to take responsibility for twenty women during labour in hospital, and ten in the patients’ own home, so a total of thirty deliveries over a year. I’d taken part in twenty-eight, and then, because of what had happened, I’d dropped out.


			‘So, only two more deliveries to go.’ Daisy tucked the blanket around my knees. ‘I was trying to remember if you’d ever actually been to India with your mother?’ she said innocently, while I was chewing.


			‘Daisy,’ I said warningly. I had an inkling where this was heading, and had already decided to say no. ‘I was never there, or if I was, I was too young to remember.’


			My mother’s stories about India were so odd and variable that I always felt, to use her own phrase, ‘eggshelly’ when the subject cropped up, not wanting to casually blurt out what she had so carefully concealed.


			‘I think Mummy went to school there.’


			‘She did,’ Daisy said.


			‘Did she work for some governor or something? A good job.’


			‘Maybe.’ It was Daisy’s turn to look wary. ‘You’d better ask her.’


			A gust of wind made the barn door fly open. Three ducks waddled across the mud, the wind flattening their feathers. Daisy bolted the door shut, put another log in the grate.


			‘So, back to the Moonstone.’ She stood up and wrapped a blanket mummy-fashion around herself. ‘What Neeta and I are working on is a simple training programme that won’t mystify the local midwives, some of whom are illiterate, and joy! I think I may have tracked down the proverbial needle in the haystack by finding a young doctor at Oxford who speaks Malayalam, the local language in Cochin. He’s going to help me with the translations. It is a bit of a minefield out there at the moment, and we must avoid any hint of the English bossing their women about. We want to train their best and brightest, but you know, it can be terribly tricky: some high-caste Hindu women have to go through complicated cleansing rituals if they so much as touch the bodily fluids of another.’


			‘It sounds insanely difficult.’


			‘That’s what Tudor says.’ She smiled sadly. ‘He’s completely mystified at my spending my time on this, so it’s probably best we don’t discuss it at mealtimes. It can be an explosive subject.’


			‘I think my mother would say amen to that, but I’m not mystified,’ I said. Daisy was the best person I’d ever met, though she’d have hated me to say it.


			She looked at her watch. ‘I’ll get through this quickly – lunch in half an hour. Our most desperate need is coin,’ she said urgently, ‘to get the home up and running and show what wonders we can achieve. If we can do that, I’m sure that in time, the new government will support us. I’m sending out begging letters to everyone I can think of. Can you help?’


			‘Of course, of course!’ I felt shamefully relieved that that was all she wanted. ‘I can type one hundred and twenty words a minute,’ I boasted. My mother had insisted on my attending the Balmoral typing school in Oxford Street. ‘When do we start?’


			‘Today.’ She moved a pile of files from the desk. ‘Let’s begin by making a list of supplies. Nothing too taxing.’


		


	

		

			Chapter 2


			When the snow came it fell in thick blobs that made the distant hills pillowy and indistinct, and blocked the narrow lanes, making Wickam Farm an island in the middle of whiteness. Every morning, after breakfast, wearing three pairs of socks, every jumper we could lay our hands on, sleeveless gloves, and long johns, Daisy and I crunched across the yard and into the barn. We read textbooks, wrote to student midwives, went methodically through the telephone directory for possible donors and typed begging letters. We wrapped parcels that, when the lane cleared, the postman would take on the first leg of their trip to India.


			Some letters got through, thanks to Mr Wills, a neighbouring farmer, who clearly loved Daisy and who, scarlet and puffing, rode up to the door every other day on one of his farm horses. We kept the replies to our begging letters in two old Bath Oliver biscuit tins on Daisy’s desk, one labelled YES!, the other NO. After three weeks, the YES! letters didn’t even reach the ten-biscuit mark, but Daisy looked joyful as she showed them to me. A ten-bob note and a ‘Well done, Daisy’ from an aunt. A hard-earned fiver from an ex-India nurse, now retired with stomach problems to Brighton. The promise of twenty packets of swabs and some aspirin from a local chemist. That sort of thing.


			The letters in the NO tin all but burst with rage at our stupidity at continuing to help an ungrateful India.


			‘Here’s a beauty,’ I said to Daisy.


			Dear Miss Barker, wrote Colonel Dewsbury (retired) from Guildford, (am assuming you’re a miss). In receipt of yrs 20/11/47, am frankly flabbergasted that you still consider India has the right to bleed us dry. I don’t know if you read the newspapers, but after enjoying the railways we built for them, the schools we set up, and a thousand and one other advantages we fought and died for, THEY HAVE KICKED US OUT. He had underlined this so emphatically, he’d gone clean through the sheet of Basildon Bond. Two generations of my own family have given their lives to the country (father in Inniskillings, great-grandfather caught in the riots up north, where they holed us up for two days without water or food). So sorry. NO, from now on, charity begins at home.


			His stabbing signature had made another bullet hole in the paper.


			‘I think we can safely assume the Colonel won’t be remembering us in his will.’ I shut him firmly in the NO tin. ‘I can hear you shouting, Colonel,’ I put my ear to the lid, ‘but you can’t come out.’


			‘Oh Kit,’ Daisy said, after a series of schoolgirlish snorts, ‘don’t leave too soon.’


			I didn’t want to. I loved working with Daisy, and cocooned by the snow and immersed in this exciting project, I was secretly dreading that the roads would be cleared soon and I’d have no excuse for not returning to St Andrew’s, the nursing home where I’d gone to study midwifery after my general nursing training at Thomas’s. I wasn’t frightened of the study, which I enjoyed, or the exams; I was resigned to the temporary claustrophobia of being back in a crowded dorm. The particular horse I had to get back on was the idea of delivering another child on my own, which made me feel sick and light-headed, not a good feeling for a pupil midwife.


			‘You can stay for ever as far as I’m concerned.’ Daisy patted my arm. ‘Your mother’s occupied. Tudor likes having you around.’


			‘So not stinking fish?’ I tried to avoid the hopeful glances that Daisy and my mother attached to any mention of Tudor’s name. It was an awkward thing, but I’d really taken against him: his languid manner; his prissy way of eating, as if the food was some sort of insult, when my mother was trying so hard; the way he treated Daisy like a skivvy.


			Daisy tried to twang my heart strings with excuses for his boorish behaviour: Tudor wasn’t used to having so many women around after the army, and before that boarding school and Oxford; Tudor found it hard to make conversation at the table (at which my inner censor sagged and said, oh poor ickle bickle Tudor) because he was fearsomely intelligent and didn’t do small talk.


			‘You could never be stinking fish,’ she said stoutly. ‘You’re family, not guests.’


			‘It’s been good for us,’ I said, and meant it. ‘Mummy and I were barely speaking on the way down, and being together every day means …’ I was faltering as I said this, because it already felt disloyal, ‘we’re at least under the same roof and I’m not so worried about her.’


			‘That’s good.’ Daisy’s look was steady and kind. ‘She loves you, you know.’


			‘I just wish,’ I said eventually, ‘she could find something to do that she really liked.’


			‘It’s not ideal.’ Even Daisy couldn’t deny this. ‘But she’s saved my bacon with the housekeeping, and she’s a wonderful cook.’ I felt the old glow of reflected pride when she said this, and it was justified. Maud, Daisy’s regular cook, was off with her recurring bronchitis, and when snow had threatened to cut off our food supplies, Ma had performed small miracles with sinister-looking bottles of vegetables she found in the cellar, making them into creamy soups with a pinch of this and that, and conjuring up delicious stews from unpromising scraps of lamb and muddy carrots, or the odd chicken retired from laying.


			A shame then that she complained ceaselessly about Daisy’s hopelessly inadequate kitchen utensils, the Rayburn, the heating, the dreariness of the grey skies, though I was used to this: my mother had had plenty of practice at nipping the hand that fed her. And at least she and I were talking again.


			When I’d tried to tell her a little bit about the charity, she’d crumpled her forehead and said, ‘Not now, darling,’ maintaining she was too squeamish, but then I’d hear her from another room boasting about my cleverness at school, delighting in the fact that I was typing again, triumphant vindication of her original plans for me.


			If I wasn’t too tired at nights, I took the battered Remington up to my room and, fingers flying over the keys, wrote to Josie, my dearest friend at St Thomas’s, the straight-as-a-die farmer’s daughter with whom I’d shared so many laughs, confidences and, when we could afford it, evenings out during the war. It was Josie who was with me the night it happened, and told me endlessly it was not my fault.


			Sometimes I wrote in my diary, too, and when I’d finished, I’d cross the landing to my mother’s room and kiss her goodnight. If she was sitting at the dressing table, I might brush her glorious black hair, and she’d whimper in appreciation, which made me feel sad.


			She was so beautiful, my mother, have I said this? The Indian blood she tried so hard to hide had given her wonderful, smooth pale-caramel-coloured skin and glossy hair. And she was tremendously well dressed considering how broke we were – the quintessential Englishwoman, from a distance, only much, much better-looking. My glamorous princess, green satin dress and diamond necklace (paste). She was my cook, storyteller, exotic travelling companion too: funny and superstitious, with bursts of gaiety that reminded me of a cat dashing up a curtain. The sudden spitting furies of a cat, too.


			Some nights, when I went in to say goodnight, she’d slide her tortoiseshell eyes up at me and say in a little-girl voice, ‘Read me a story.’ She carried with her always a small collection of romantic novels; her then favourite was Georgette Heyer’s The Spanish Bride. And so, huddled under the eiderdown together, just like in the old days, I did all the voices – Juana, Lord Wellington, Harry Smith – and she was happy again.


			Sometimes she’d try to persuade me to put on one of her pretty dresses (some of them donated by rich employers, others – how to put this? – self-donated), saying it would cheer everyone up downstairs, meaning Tudor, I suppose. She pleaded with me to let her polish my nails, too. A lady is always judged by her hands.


			When I’d told Josie this, she’d said, ‘But what about this?’ pointing at her wild red off-duty hair. ‘Or this?’ holding herself erect so the world could admire her bosom. But Josie was working the night shift in London, and not available for jokes, and knowing I’d be leaving soon, I sat patiently (a huge effort) while my mother frowned at my cuticles, and pushed dead skin away with a special little pointed dagger from her shagreen case, and finally held my hand.


			The bigger things between us we brushed away under the carpet like so many unpleasant toenail clippings.


			There was one night when she walked in and found me wide-eyed at three a.m. I’d been thinking about the girl again – her red hair, her screaming – but said something vague about night shifts at the hospital, and how it was hard now to sleep normally again. Sensing distress, she cut me off with a strange fake laugh that was as bad as a slap, and said, ‘Oh Kitty, let’s not be morbid. The war’s over now.’


			


			On the day when things began to shift and change for me, there was a thaw outside. The cook, Maud, arrived mid-morning, red-cheeked, puffing and with a barking cough, saying it was still blooming cold out there but the snow was melting in the lanes, which made Daisy and me happy. We’d been wrapping parcels of maternity packs, books and wall charts, which could now leave for India.


			When I walked in for lunch, Tudor and Flora were framed like silhouettes against a bright window, Tudor behind the pages of The Listener, making important rustling sounds. Flora glanced nervously at him from time to time. Poor Flora. Barred by her mother from the kitchen (‘We’re paying, darling. There are people to do that’), it had been made clear to her that she had one job and one job only at Wickam Farm. I’d seen her earlier in the hall, lipsticked and overdressed, and overheard Ci Ci, who was as subtle as a megaphone, saying, ‘Oh for God’s sake, Flora, don’t make a meal of it. Go in there and talk to him.’


			Over lunch, Ci Ci kept giving Flora prodding looks, because Flora, apart from a few timid observations about the thaw, and how nice it was to see green again, and the prettiness of raindrops against the window, hadn’t exactly set the table alight. My mother was in a foul mood: the Rayburn was playing up again – something to do with poor-quality coke – and the turnip and carrot soup was well below her usual standard. Ci Ci had pushed hers aside after a few spoonfuls.


			Daisy came in late, her pink face and bouncy walk bringing energy into the room. Melting snow, she said, had flooded one of the stables, and William, the carthorse, was absolutely soaked. She’d been drying him. ‘Our towels, I expect,’ Ci Ci complained.


			The phone rang.


			‘Get that, would you?’ Tudor’s goldfishy eyes swam up from behind the academic paper he was pretending to read. ‘Bound to be for you.’


			‘Ramsden 587’ Daisy’s fluting tones came from the hallway. ‘How nice. Oh my goodness me, yes! Of course, of course, splendid!’ and then, after a pause, ‘Lovely, lovely! No, no, no, not at all. That’s absolutely perfect.’


			‘Sounds like we’ve won the pools,’ Tudor said to me, ‘but it’s probably just another guest.’ He gave a ghastly mock-happy grimace.


			‘Let me get a pen. You can spell it out. No, no, no, no, no. It’s gone straight into the book.’


			My mother sighed and got up, walked wearily to the kitchen for the shepherd’s pie. Tudor threw aside his paper and left the room. He stomped upstairs; a distant door slammed.


			‘I don’t blame him for being cross.’ Ci Ci broke the silence that followed. ‘Not one little bit. She never says no.’ She took a nip of the crème de menthe she drank during meals for her indigestion, and carried on eavesdropping.


			‘And you’re from Tranvancore?’ Daisy’s delighted voice drifted in from the hall. ‘Yes, yes, I know it, of course, a wonderful part of the world. How many nights can you manage?’


			Ci Ci was listening avidly, an oily green mark on her lipstick. ‘Oh Lord in heaven,’ she said. ‘She’s asking Indians to stay now.’ She stroked her dog, breathing deeply.


			‘Your aunt Ruth’s in Eastbourne,’ she said to Flora. ‘We can always join her there.’


			A look of pure panic crossed the girl’s face. ‘Tudor’s promised the house will be quieter soon, Mummy. Can’t we wait?’ She turned her pleading eyes to me. ‘And Kit’s going back to London, aren’t you?’


			I nodded, though I had no clear idea of when.


			‘I had some splendid news this morning!’ Daisy came back with a dish of peas and mashed swedes in her hand. ‘My friend Neeta Chacko has found a doctor for us. He trained at Barts, postgrad work at Exeter College, sounds absolutely charming. Speaks good English and Malayalam and is happy to stay with us for a few weeks to work on his thesis and help with the translations. Isn’t that marvellous?’ She couldn’t stop smiling.


			‘Whoopee.’ Ci Ci’s voice was slurred. ‘More cold baths.’


			‘Mummy,’ murmured Flora.


			‘Thekkeden.’ Daisy spooned shepherd’s pie on to Ci Ci’s plate. ‘That’s his surname. Neeta says they’re a Nasrani family, well educated, possibly communists. A lot of people from south India are.’


			Ci Ci’s lip furled. ‘Indians. Communists. Better and better.’


			‘Mummy!’


			‘It will be nice for Tudor to have some male company in the house,’ Daisy said, ‘and critical for us.’ She had her scheming face on. ‘Right, Kit?’


			‘Right, Daisy.’ I smiled back at her, hoping that my mother could cope.


			‘He’ll be here next week,’ she said. ‘If the snow has cleared.’


		


	

		

			Chapter 3


			Daisy decided we should welcome the young doctor with a curry. She would drive that morning to Oxford in search of mango chutney. I offered to help my mother in the kitchen because Maud, the previous day, had, on doctor’s orders, given in her notice.


			Growing up, I’d seen my mother cook the usual ration stodge – rissoles, boiled cabbage, suet puddings – but making curry had a whiff of something secret and special about it, because it only ever happened when we were on our own. She would get out a battered green tin, uncork the small bottles inside it, and, with a finicky, witchy kind of precision that thrilled me, measure out five or six spices. I was under strict instructions never to touch the tin, which she kept in one of the side pockets of her suitcase, or talk about the spices to anyone. When the curry was cooked, she would eat it in a kind of trance, her eyes half closed, very quiet.


			But this morning, the old magic wasn’t working. Her spine looked rigid as she lashed herself into her apron, a frown line like a sharpened blade between her eyebrows.


			‘I’ll do that, Ma,’ I said, seeing a pile of onions and carrots on the draining board. I took an onion and started to chop it, but she snatched the knife from my hand.


			‘Not like that, like this.’ Her hand flew down the onion in a blur. ‘There.’ She scooped up the tiny pieces and hurled them into the large frying pan. As they sizzled, the air turned blue, and for a second, there she was again: my sorceress, my magician.


			Daisy had brought her own spice box home from India, made of carved wood with rows of tiny cupboards inside, each one filled with a different spice. My mother opened it now and sniffed.


			‘Musty,’ she said with an exasperated sigh.


			‘Tell me what they are.’ I was still hoping for a bit of fun with her.


			‘This is chilli powder, very hot. Fennel seeds, dried coriander … I won’t put that in, Ci Ci will complain of indigestion. I’ll use Daisy’s for the chicken curry, and mine for the vegetable. So …’ She was lost for a moment, her voice lilting, leaning over the onions, which had started to turn golden at the edges. ‘I put the spices in first, warm them nicely … now the lentils—


			‘Get out! Go away!’ Her sudden shout made me jump. It was Sid, Daisy’s old black Labrador, who was circling and about to flop down in his usual place in front of the Rayburn. ‘No dogs in the kitchen!’


			‘Keep your hair on, Mummy.’ I was soft-hearted about animals. ‘He’s not the Loch Ness monster.’


			‘Dogs are full of germs and fleas,’ she reminded me once I’d shut him in the freezing hall.


			‘Now here, come close.’ She added a teaspoon of chilli to the lentils. ‘These first,’ she whispered, ‘then the other vegetables.’


			And soon it was all lovely in there, with the kitchen filled with smells piquant and strange, the fat hissing, windows steaming, and us absorbed and getting on again. I was accustomed to watching my mother as anxiously as a farmer observes the sky for signs of approaching storms, but now, almost in spite of herself, I saw her whole body soften and relax.


			‘Stir it clockwise,’ she told me, stroking my hand. ‘Counter-clockwise is bad luck.’


			My mother had a number of strange beliefs like this: don’t wash your hair on a Thursday, never shave your armpits on a Monday, things that, when she was in a good mood, I could tease her about.


			‘Umm.’ I closed my eyes, glad to feel the touch of her hand. ‘I love these smells.’


			‘Does Tudor like curry?’ she asked out of the blue.


			I recoiled from her sly look. ‘How should I know?’


			‘You should make it your business to know.’ She dropped my hand. ‘Men appreciate these things. And you should change into a dress for dinner, and stop wearing those awful gloves, like some farm labourer, and have you told him about your job?’ I had the sense that these reproaches had been backing up dangerously, and now they burst out like steam from a geyser.


			‘My job?’ I dropped the spoon and sat down. ‘Why would I talk to him about it?’


			‘Well Daisy has, because he’s mentioned it to me, and by the way, he thinks her charity is madness when the farm is so run down, but anyway.’ She’d said what she’d been building up to, and now she continued in her wheedling voice, ‘Let’s not have a row about it.’ She lifted a scrawny chicken from the saucepan. ‘Let it cool, take the flesh off it, chop it small.’


			But my blood was up. ‘Why are you so ashamed of it?’ Meaning the midwifery training. ‘Why do you hate it so much?’


			‘Because …’ Her hand was on the steaming carcass, water streaming from its bottom. ‘Most men hate that sort of thing. They find it squelchy.’


			In a better mood, I might have laughed. However infuriating she could be, I loved my mother’s odd turns of phrase: ‘she’s gone all bendy’ for a friend who was trying to be feminine and seductive; ‘I’m forky today’ for when she was cross. Today, I wanted to crown her.


			‘And I’m just so happy,’ she went on in a crooning voice, stirring and sniffing, ‘to see my lovely daughter looking healthier. That’s all. I was terribly worried about you before. God knows what would have happened if the matron hadn’t phoned.’


			I chopped the chicken and tried to smile. My night sweats, the insomnia, the bouts of weeping, I’d tried to pass off as the after-effects of the flu that had swept through our dormitory, but Matron Smythe, my no-nonsense superior at St Andrew’s, had described my inability to get out of bed one morning as ‘a perfectly ordinary case of nervous exhaustion brought on by overwork and the war’. Fourteen-hour shifts and sleepless nights had clobbered quite a few of her girls, she’d said.


			A dash of rain fell against the window. Ma’s dark eyes filled with tears. ‘Please, darling,’ she said, ‘let’s not talk about this any more. It only makes us both unhappy. Soak the rice, and we’ll sit down with a cup of tea and try and think what on earth we’re going to do next. We can’t stay here indefinitely, and honestly,’ in a fresh spurt of indignation, ‘is it really such a crime to want to see you settled and happy?’


			We drank the tea, and when she was breathing normally again, she pulled a copy of Horse and Hound from her knitting bag and began the obsessive routine I remembered from childhood. The varnished nail skidding over the results for jumping competitions and advertisements for country homes that, she observed with relish, no one could afford to heat now, stopping at the classified sections at the back that were her employment exchange.


			‘“Hampshire landowner needs housekeeper to run home and do errands, walk dogs, etc.”,’ she read aloud.


			‘No good,’ I said. ‘Woofers.’ She had a deep conviction that dogs were filthy and riddled with disease. She was frightened of them too, even the ones she knew.


			‘“Elderly widower, Derbyshire, desperately seeks all-round factotum to run house, do accounts for small farm and help with entertaining. No pets, small self-contained flat. Time-wasters need not apply.”’


			She made a small mark with her pencil. Her stories about the old days were hazy and inconsistent, but she’d told me once, she’d worked as the assistant to some big cheese in Indian royalty, the nabob of somewhere or other. And oh! The balls the polo, the fun.


			Poor Mummy. My bad mood collapsed at the sight of her hunched over her magazine, her expression both hopeful and cynical. She was circling another advertisement when Ci Ci’s face appeared around the door, her expression stagily dramatic.


			‘Oh the bliss of curry.’ She closed her eyes. ‘It does take one back.’


			‘Keep the dog out,’ my mother said curtly. ‘Nosy bloody woman,’ she added when the door had closed.


			My spirits sank. Nothing seemed to work any more: not cooking curry, not being together, and it felt in that bleak moment as though we were trapped in a duet that had once been sweet but now played nothing but duff notes. The spice tin went back in her handbag; I cleaned the counter tops. When I looked up, her mouth was struggling.


			‘Don’t say anything,’ she said fiercely.


			‘Is it the onions?’


			‘Yes, it’s the onions.’ She wiped her eyes on her apron and went to the sink.


			‘You hate this, don’t you?’ I said at last.


			‘Don’t talk for a bit.’ She kept her head down. ‘And don’t feel sorry for me.’


			Patches of white were forming on her cheeks, a sure sign of her strongest emotions, and I disliked myself intensely.


			‘Would you want this?’ She was splashing her eyes with water. ‘To do this?’


			‘I like watching you cook,’ I said, but only to soothe her, because I knew in a moment of absolute certainty that I must not end up like this: angry and unsatisfied, dependent on the kindness of strangers.


			‘Oh, fruit pie’ – one of her swear words – ‘the flipping Rayburn is low again.’ She sank to her knees. ‘It will take ages to boil the rice when he comes – and take those awful gloves off.’


			‘For God’s sake, Mummy. It’s cold in here.’


			‘Then don’t hang around in the kitchen.’


			‘I thought it would be fun to cook with you.’ I was more upset than the occasion warranted, but I couldn’t stop myself.


			‘Well it’s not fun,’ she said, a wild look in her eye. ‘And for your information, I hate making curry.’ She was back at the sink, washing her hands like Lady Macbeth. ‘I hate the smell of it, the fiddle of it, and now, with the nig-nog coming, I’m going to have to make it all the time.’


			


			The ugly phrase echoed in my mind all afternoon, mingling with the smell of spices that spread so tantalisingly throughout the house. Over tea, taken as usual in the threadbare sitting room, Ci Ci, hunched on a sagging sofa near the fire, sneered at the Indian doctor’s qualifications.


			‘Some of them make them up, you know.’


			Through a mouthful of jam sandwich, she told Tudor and Flora that she personally would rather die than set foot in an Indian hospital. Her beady eyes, glaring at us over the rim of her special teacup, were those of a dishevelled old parrot forced to share its perch. ‘Does anyone even know which lavatory he’ll use?’ she said, as if there were dozens of WCs throughout the house rather than just two – one on her floor, one on ours. ‘Some of them don’t know how, you know. They squat over the bowl like campers.’


			Flora closed her eyes. ‘Mummy.’


			‘Flora, you haven’t lived there. I have. Twenty-two years.’


			‘Twenty-two years what?’ Daisy appeared, showing no sign of having overheard this unpleasant exchange. ‘Any more tea in that pot?’


			‘In India. Some of our servants were quite wonderful,’ Ci Ci improvised quickly. Daisy had reminded us firmly at breakfast that Anto Thekkeden was a clever young man from a distinguished family. He would be a huge asset to the charity and she would appreciate it if we would all make him very welcome. ‘Pandit ran our house like clockwork,’ Ci Ci continued with a sneaky smile to Flora.


			‘Tell them about the Daimler, Mummy,’ said Flora, who was a useful prompt when the occasion demanded it.


			‘Oh yes, our lovely, lovely car.’ Ci Ci turned to Tudor, who was looking blankly at her. ‘Pandit worshipped the thing. Couldn’t stop polishing it, put lovely fresh mints in the glove box. I—’


			A knock at the door interrupted her. Maud’s husband, Dave, stood there, breathless and important.


			‘Miss Barker, sorry to trouble you, but a young coloured gentleman has fallen in the ditch. He come on a motorbike, skidded and fell in.’


			‘Did you leave him there?’ Daisy sprang from her seat.


			‘Well, miss, I didn’t know if you’d want him up at the house, like.’


			‘Oh for heaven’s sake, of course we want him in the house,’ Daisy snapped. ‘Get a torch, and I’ll come with you.’ She turned to my mother. ‘Glory,’ she said, ‘go upstairs quickly and check the bathroom is presentable. He’ll be sopping wet and will need a bath before supper. Honestly.’


			She sent me to the barn to finish the invitations to a talk she was giving the following week entitled ‘Infant Mortality in India’. I was licking envelopes when I heard the throaty roar of a motorbike coming up the drive, the skid of brakes, and then the opening and closing of the front door.


			It was dark by the time I’d finished in the barn. I took a hay net down to Bert, the demob horse, then walked back up the drive. When I got to my room, I saw that my mother had put a blue dress on the bed for me, a pair of pearl earrings beside it. I was struggling with their clips when the lights went out. Melting snow down in the valley, Daisy had warned us, happened every year. As I felt my way downstairs, step by step, I could hear the splash of the Indian doctor having his bath. Daisy was on her hands and knees in the hall, getting oil lamps from the cupboard.


			We lit around ten of them, and placed them at strategic points around the house. Golden light pooled round the portraits of the frock-coated ancestors in the hall and gave them a startling intimacy. It bounced off the glass eyes of the stuffed foxes, the eagle bagged near Pondicherry. My mother was frightened of the dark, so I went into the kitchen to help her. She was standing motionless beside the battery of small dishes she’d prepared to go with the curry.


			‘Oh Mater,’ I said, ‘this smells nose-toddlingly good.’


			It was our joke once to speak like this when the lights failed, pretending that we were toffs in a Georgette Heyer novel. Tonight she wouldn’t play.


			‘It’s all gone wrong,’ she said, the whites of her eyes showing through the gloom. ‘No grated coconut, no mango, no fresh tomatoes. I’m fed up with rationing.’


			She plonked a dish of dried-up raisins on the table, along with the WI green apple chutney that Daisy had found in a cupboard under the sink, having drawn a blank in Oxford.


			‘Is he here?’ she said. ‘Have you seen him?’


			‘He’s having a bath.’


			‘In Ci Ci’s bathroom?’


			‘Yes.’


			‘Oh my God.’ She closed her eyes. ‘This is going to be awful.’


			


			We’d set the table with white linen napkins, the good plates, and what was left of the Waterford crystal. Did I say that Daisy had bought a beautiful cedar table in India and shipped it home? Terribly impractical, but it looked lovely that night polished to a high conker-coloured sheen. I think it was Daisy who told me once that you never regret your extravagances; this had been one of hers, and it always raised my spirits to see it.


			When we walked in with the trays, Ci Ci, Flora, Daisy and Tudor were blurred figures in the candlelight. My first sighting of him was as a vague silhouette against the dark doorway, and when he got closer, a slim man in a too-large jacket that looked peculiar on him, like a boy wearing his father’s clothes. His face was in shadow. Daisy leapt towards him.


			‘Everybody,’ she looked down the table towards us, ‘I have the greatest pleasure in introducing you all.’ She pointed to each of us in turn and said our names. ‘And this,’ with a drum-roll inflection to her voice, ‘is Dr Anto Thekkeden, from south India.’


			‘And more recently from a ditch near Whitney,’ he said. His voice was cultivated, Home Counties clipped, with just a faintly buttery undertone, a purring of the ‘r’s that sounded foreign. I was surprised by it, expecting the Indian sing-song that Tudor had done as a turn before the visitor arrived.


			We laughed politely.


			‘That corner is a brute,’ said Daisy. ‘What kind of motorbike do you drive?’


			‘It’s a Norton, twin cylinder. Very old, and the tyres are bald.’


			‘But frightfully economical on petrol, I expect.’ Flora was determined to be kind, or maybe to head off Ci Ci, who’d been muttering about hotels.


			Anto sat between Tudor and Flora. I was opposite him. The fuzzy light from the candles meant I couldn’t see him clearly at first, but when the light suddenly bloomed, oh Lord, he was handsome: high dignified cheekbones, a wide and tender-looking mouth, and pale cinnamon-coloured skin that made him look more like a Spanish grandee than an Indian. The other striking thing was his eyes: wide-set and almond-shaped and green, and at this moment expressing a polite, faintly quizzical watchful interest in the proceedings.


			Daisy had asked me earlier to get the conversational ball rolling.


			‘I’m Kit,’ I said, flustered enough to forget we’d been introduced.


			‘I’m Anto,’ he said as if we hadn’t. He stretched his hand across the table and I shook it.


			‘And you know Mrs Mallinson,’ I said, to show I wasn’t a complete idiot.


			‘Delighted to meet you,’ drawled Ci Ci, at her most patrician. She’d put on lots of eye make-up, and her silk jacket had a small cigarette burn on the lapel.


			‘It’s a pleasure to meet you all,’ he said softly.


			Yes, a Spanish grandee, I thought, without the faintest idea really of what a grandee looked like, except from the pages of The Spanish Bride. And off-puttingly good-looking, my thoughts ran on: unfair and unnecessary for a man to have cheekbones like that, and as for those eyes … Josie and I had a theory about good-looking men, based on one or two God’s-gift-to-women doctors we’d met at the hospital: they were shallow and unreliable and vain, and usually not very bright. It was like earning interest on money you hadn’t worked for in the first place.


			‘Glory has made this in your honour.’ Daisy put a steaming plate of chicken and vegetable curry in front of him. ‘No luck with the mango chutney, but this is rather good.’


			‘Thank you.’ He closed his eyes and breathed in deeply. ‘I haven’t eaten curry for years.’ For a moment he looked so troubled, I wondered if we’d got it wrong and he was a strict vegetarian like some of the other Indians I’d read about.


			My mother reappeared, dressed defiantly in a green satin shift with jade earrings. Family friend, her outfit signalled, not servant. She spooned rice and lentils on to her plate with her usual slightly finicky delicacy, and then looked around the table, where there was a sudden uneasy pause.


			‘So, Dr Thekkeden,’ Ci Ci said at last, her head at an ironical angle. ‘What brings you to our shores?’


			He put down his knife and fork and looked at her. ‘I’ve been here for ages,’ he said in his soft voice. ‘I was educated here.’


			‘Ah! So that’s why you speak such good English.’ Ci Ci was quite the Bombay hostess again. ‘Do have some more of this rather peculiar chutney.’


			‘What school?’ Tudor looked up.


			‘Downside.’ His reply was clipped. ‘My parents are Catholic.’


			‘Oh.’ Tudor sounded surprised. ‘Is that unusual?’


			‘The school or the religion?’


			‘Well, both.’ Tudor was sounding prickly.


			‘It is most unusual,’ the young doctor confirmed. ‘But my father loves all things English.’ A dry note in his voice as he said this, something a little mocking and public-schoolish. ‘He would wear plus fours if it wasn’t so hot in south India.’


			‘And what profession does he follow?’ from Cici.


			‘He is a lawyer. He was called to the bar at Lincoln’s Inn.’


			‘Am I correct in thinking Gandhi practised law in England too?’ Tudor asked. ‘Before he took up spinning and good works?’


			Stop peppering the poor man with questions, I thought.


			‘Gandhi was called to the bar at Gray’s Inn,’ Daisy jumped in. ‘But he never practised here. I met him once in Bombay, you know, where we ran a children’s home. He is a great man.’


			‘A great man,’ Anto confirmed quietly. ‘I’ve been reading about him in the papers.’ I noticed that the cuffs on his jacket were frayed.


			‘Would you like some more rice?’ I asked.


			‘I would.’ He looked at me across the table. ‘Thank you.’


			I walked to the sideboard, where the food was kept warm on a small steel tray with three candles underneath it.


			‘Sit down.’ My mother spoke for the first time. ‘I’ll do it.’


			‘The food is very good,’ he told her. ‘Thank you.’


			I saw her considering whether to tell him about her job in India now or later. The governor, the picnics, the polo games.


			But Flora said, ‘So did you get stuck here during the war?’


			‘Sort of,’ he replied.


			‘Stuck here!’ There was a note of muted outrage in Ci Ci’s voice. It was all right for her to hate England, but it was cheek for an Indian.


			‘My father was keen for me to do my medical training at Barts, and then the war came. I haven’t been home for years.’


			‘So you’re practically one of us,’ said Daisy.


			He didn’t answer, just a little smile.


			‘Did you mind?’ Flora asked. She was wide-eyed, like a child.


			He put down his fork and stopped eating.


			‘That’s a big question,’ he said. ‘None of us expected the war.’


			‘Will you go home soon?’ Daisy asked.


			‘That is the plan.’ He looked at her directly and gave an almost smile. ‘I’m worried they won’t recognise me. And may I ask about you?’ He addressed the table generally.


			‘Oh, us.’ Ci Ci’s lip furled backwards, showing her sharp little teeth. ‘We’re empire flotsam and jetsam.’ She laughed to show this was a charming and self-deprecating joke. ‘We’re renting here while we catch our breath.’


			After a sip of Daisy’s surprisingly potent elderflower wine, she rambled on at length about the Daimler, and Godfrey’s factory. How India had taken years off Godfrey’s life, and how Gandhi had spoiled things by stirring people up.


			‘Sorry about this,’ she flung a defiant look around the table, ‘but I personally thought he was a ghastly little man, sitting there spinning in his nappy.’


			Daisy was shaking her head in warning, but said nothing.


			‘Just a tiny bit more, dear.’ When Ci Ci held her glass towards Tudor, I stood up.


			‘Would you like me to show you your room?’ I said to the doctor. ‘It’s on the first floor.’


			My mother shot me a look of pure venom.


			‘What a splendid idea.’ Daisy looked relieved. ‘There was only time for a bath before dinner.’


			‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I’d like that.’ And to Daisy, and my mother, ‘A delicious meal. I can’t thank you enough. I look forward to seeing you all tomorrow.’


			As we left the room, the door releasing an icy draught, Ci Ci Mallinson said quite audibly, ‘Well he’s got good table manners – that’s something, I suppose.’


		


	

		

			Chapter 4


			The girl, whose name was Kit, stood up with a forwardness that startled him. She must have thought he needed rescuing. He didn’t. He filed all such conversations in his mind under Indya : press the button and you got reams of stuff from the ex-colonials about the railways and the ungratefulness; or rhapsodies about the sunsets! the spirituality! the smells! not forgetting the dust and the fires. Add in the spices and you had Parfum de Partition.


			In the hallway, she picked up his briefcase – ‘I can take this’ – leaving the heavier bag for him. He almost blushed, conscious of the packet of French letters tucked away amongst the few shirts, his cigarettes, the missal his mother had packed with the note inside saying: Don’t forget your prayers. The condoms were standard issue for red-blooded medical students, but for him an invitation to a dance full of complications.


			Walking upstairs in the glow of the lamplight, he did his best to ignore her slim ankles, the straight lines of her stockings, the silk sway of her dark hair. Women were off limits now that he was going home. To make this absolutely clear to himself, he’d gone back to Downside the week before, and spoken in great confusion to his moral tutor, Father Damian: a dear, fat old man with a great sense of humour, who had made his life so much better during his four years there.


			Over a glass of port in the book-lined study, he’d started with the smaller sin first: he was addicted to going to the cinema, and it was time spent away from his PhD.


			Father Damian had taken a sip, bunched his eyebrows judiciously. ‘Exactly how many hours a week do you donate to this pastime?’


			‘Sometimes a whole afternoon.’


			‘And what proportion of the week do you devote to your studies?’


			Anto thought about this. ‘It depends if I have lectures or tutorials.’


			‘Include both in the sum.’


			‘Ninety, one hundred, sometimes more, I have to get my doctorate before I go home.’


			‘I think God may forgive you a little time off.’ Father Damian’s smile was dry and fond. ‘And working too hard is itself a sin, you know. But I hope,’ he added with a sly look, ‘you have the intellectual rigour to watch Eisenstein and not a lot of old tosh. I do worry about your cultural bearings – remember our night at the opera?’


			Anto had never been allowed to forget it: the excruciating performance of Madame Butterfly during his first term at the school. His eardrums so tortured by the foreign screeching, he’d sat, hands over his ears, wanting to howl like a dog.


			But films were different. A drug, a way of forgetting and finding yourself inside the faces on the screen. He’d sat in the dark, avidly noticing the details: the manners of the handsome men up there, their way of smoking, of greeting women, of leaving rooms, and this close attention had led to him becoming a clever mimic who could make others laugh.


			Towards the end of this pleasant meeting, Father Damian had wondered if there was something else troubling him, and suggested that if there was, he might take advantage of his time here and go to confession. Half an hour later, he’d knelt in the school chapel and, breathing in the smells of incense and old velvet, blurted out his confusion and pain.


			During the past couple of years, he’d slept with two women, out of lust not love. One of them, a student nurse at Barts, a nice girl, fair-haired, ethereal-looking, had fallen in love with him, and been badly hurt when he couldn’t return the feeling. The other, a worldly WAAF, boyfriend in France, had said afterwards, ‘I’ve always wanted to sleep with a foreign man,’ making him feel like an exotic pet allowed for one moment into the sitting room.


			With his lips close to the grille, he gave an abridged version of these events, and in the silence that followed, felt the familiar cold breath of the chapel floor.


			The priest coughed behind the curtain. He said that while God understood that war made many men lustful in ways they didn’t comprehend, Anto must now, given the particular circumstances of his life, make an extra effort to control himself.


			Was he mistaken in thinking there was a bride waiting for Anto in south India? Not a bride, Anto had said, a young girl, the daughter of a family friend. He’d never met her, or if he had, he couldn’t remember her – he’d come to England when he was fourteen. Well, God would forgive him, the priest had said more robustly, but only if he now made a solemn commitment to change. The war had bent everyone out of shape, he added; it was time to return to the old certainties.


			The old certainties, Anto had thought later, back in his Oxford digs, eating the cold macaroni cheese his landlady had left on a tray; what a luxury it would be to know what they were. For years, the idea of a God, loving or otherwise, had been slipping away from him, like a small boat unmoored and disappearing on a dark sea.


			


			‘This is it.’ She opened a carved door at the end of the corridor and lifted her candle. ‘Your room.’


			When the lights pulsed and flickered into life, both of them jumped.


			‘Thank God for that,’ she said. Her smile was very pretty. ‘We have a dreadful time with the electrics here. If you like, I could give you a torch?’


			‘Thank you,’ he said. He’d smashed his own when he’d fallen off the Norton.


			He looked around him. He liked his new room. With its tilted floor and cracked ceiling it was shabby for sure, but far more homely than his digs in Woodstock Road. The walls were covered in a lovely old blue Chinese wallpaper; its vines and birds were a little water-marked here and there, but that gave it a kind of faded grandeur. The brass bed with its comfortable-looking blue eiderdown faced the window, from which he could see the dark shapes of the valley beyond.


			‘Is it all right?’ She was watching him.


			‘It’s lovely.’


			‘Bedside light.’ When she leaned and switched it on, the room became a cosy cave. ‘Washstand,’ pointing at a large jug. ‘Basin, towel. You must be tired.’


			‘No,’ he said, ‘I’m not.’ He hesitated. ‘Actually, I spent the afternoon in the Odeon in Oxford.’ He didn’t tell her about the five a.m. start to study the paediatrics bible. One of the many disguises learned early on at Downside was to saunter into exams saying he didn’t know a bloody thing but what the hell?


			‘What did you see?’


			He handed her his ticket. When she peered at it under the lamp, he saw the chestnut gleams in her hair.


			‘Celia Johnson. Brief Encounter.’


			‘Damn! I missed it! We’ve been snowed in.’ She handed the ticket back. ‘Never mind, I’ve seen it twice.’


			‘I shall never, ever tell anyone else about us,’ he said, with Trevor Howard’s look of crushed nobility.


			‘Because all I want is to know that you are safe,’ she replied.


			Her laughter was velvety and deep. It showed her white teeth. ‘What a lot of tosh,’ she said.


			‘Complete pap,’ he agreed, although he’d sat there entranced. ‘But it passed a pleasant few hours, and I didn’t want to arrive too early.’


			‘The last picture I saw,’ she said, ‘was a real stinker: The Steam Railways of Mid-Wales. I thought I would die of boredom. Do you go to the cinema a lot?’


			She was standing next to the bed, looking at him with her direct gaze, and part of him was shocked. Why did her mother allow her to go unescorted to a man’s room? Where was everyone?


			‘When work allows it,’ he said in a discouraging way. ‘You see, I’m—’


			‘Kit!’ A sharp voice interrupted him. ‘Kit, come down here at once.’ The voice rose to a screech. ‘Where on earth are you?’


			‘I am twenty-eight years old,’ she said, with a conspirator’s grin. ‘My mother thinks I’m two.’


			‘You must go at once.’ His face was stern in the lamplight, his expression sincere. ‘Your mother is calling you.’


		


	

		

			Chapter 5


			‘Ma, stop it!’ I said as she practically arm-wrestled me downstairs. ‘What on earth are you doing?’


			‘Taking you outside, so I can talk to you,’ she replied grimly.


			‘Fine with me,’ I said, and meant it. She was a shouter when riled, and I had no intention of being a floor show for the other guests. She marched me across the yard and into the barn. I lit the lamp.


			‘How could you?’ she bellowed when the door closed behind us, her face witchy and mean in the storm light.


			‘How could I what, Glory?’ I used her name to remind her I was a grown-up.


			‘Take that man up to his room and stay with him so long. Everybody was waiting for you to come down.’


			Everybody of course meant Tudor.


			‘You were busy, Daisy was busy, I did it to help.’


			‘To help? By being alone with a man?’


			I would have laughed had I not been so angry myself.


			‘Glory,’ I said, as patiently as I could, ‘I was a nurse during the war.’ I could have told her here about wiping the lips of wounded men, emptying their chamber pots, feeding them, changing their pyjamas, and yes, seeing their most secret parts – what my mother would have called their nooks and crannies – but even in the heat of battle, I needed to protect her.


			‘And look where nursing got you.’ Her eyes were glittering with spite. ‘Right back here again.’ She looked around at the barn’s cobwebby bridles and moulding hayricks, and shuddered theatrically as her eyes settled on a two-foot-high technical drawing, ‘The Anatomy of the Genital Tract’.


			‘Have you any explanation for your behaviour?’ she said when she had recovered.


			‘That foul old bag was attacking him,’ I said. ‘You know how nasty she gets.’


			‘Oh, so a world saviour now, like Daisy,’ my mother said sarcastically. ‘And look where it got her.’


			I disliked it when my mother sneered at Daisy: a deep mistrust of intellectual women – ‘bluestockings’ – that came from her own insecurities.


			‘Get this into your head, Kit.’ She held up a finger. ‘Number one: you are not a skivvy here – your job is in the office: you’re a volunteer, you’re Daisy’s friend.’


			‘Can’t you see any good in this?’ I asked her.


			She looked down for a second. ‘Oh blast it!’ Our walk across the yard had rimmed her suede shoes with mud and melted snow. She set about them frantically with a sheet of discarded writing paper from the waste-paper basket.


			‘Second’ – with a dainty gesture, she dropped the dirty paper back in the bin – ‘never, ever go unattended into the bedroom of an Indian man. You don’t know them. I do. They are absolute predators, and they see all European women as sluts … Don’t look so shocked. I’m only telling you what is true.’


			I rubbed my arm where she had pinched it so hard, and pulled away from her. She’d once thrown a lamp at my head in a fury when I wouldn’t wear the dress she’d laid out, and now she had the same wild look in her eyes. She’d bathed the cut later and given me a doll as a ‘sorry present’, and said she loved her little girl more than anything else in the world but it was just so hard sometimes being all on our own together. And I’d hugged her back, flooded with sweet relief at us being friends again, and kept the doll, seeing loneliness for ever after in its glass button eyes.


			‘I’m a grown-up now,’ I said.


			‘That’s exactly the point. I want you to find someone nice, to settle down, have babies, a proper home.’


			I had a sinking feeling as she said this; the doll with the glass eyes was back in my arms.


			‘The thing is,’ I replied, ‘quite soon, I want … I have to go back to London and finish the midwifery course.’ I had to say the word every now and then, as if to inoculate her. ‘It won’t take long, I—’


			‘Oh, that.’ She squeezed her eyes shut. ‘Please, for God’s sake, don’t talk about that now.’


			A sudden wind rattled the barn doors and swayed the flame in the oil lamp. My mother, who was terrified of ghosts, clutched me in genuine terror.


			‘It’s all right.’ I put my arms around her. ‘There’s nothing here.’ And then – oh how quickly her moods could change – she gave me a real hug, and I smelled her perfume (Shalimar), and a whiff of cardamom from the curry cooking.
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