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      ‘McCall Smith is a writer who celebrates kindness, in short supply in the world today’ Sunday Telegraph

      ‘McCall Smith’s greatest gift as a writer – and God knows this is just one of many – is that he can write likeable characters’ New Statesman

      ‘[McCall Smith’s characters] tend to be good, intelligent, given to gentle adventure and wit. A moral curiosity governs their lives’ Scotsman

      ‘To say McCall Smith is a literary phenomenon doesn’t quite describe what has happened. He has become more of a movement, a worldwide club for the dissemination of gentle wisdom and good cheer’ Daily Telegraph

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      Alexander McCall Smith is the author of over eighty books on a wide array of subjects. For many years he was Professor of Medical Law at the University of Edinburgh and served on national and international bioethics bodies. Then in 1999 he achieved global recognition for his award-winning series The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency, and thereafter has devoted his time to the writing of fiction, including the 44 Scotland Street series and Isabel Dalhousie novels. His books have been translated into forty-six languages. He lives in Edinburgh with his wife Elizabeth, a doctor.
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      I have often wondered about the proposition that for each of us there is one great love in our lives, and one only. Even if that is not true – and experience tells most of us it is not – there are those, in legend at least, who believe there is only one person in this world whom they will ever love with all their heart. Tristan persisted in his love of Isolde in spite of everything; Orpheus would not have risked the Underworld, one imagines, for anyone but Eurydice. Such stories are touching, but the cynic might be forgiven for saying: yes, but what if the person you love does not reciprocate? What if Isolde had found somebody she preferred to Tristan, or Eurydice had been indifferent to Orpheus?

      The wise thing to do in cases of unreturned affection is to look elsewhere – you cannot force another to love you – and to choose somebody else. In matters of the heart, though, as in all human affairs, few of us behave in a sensible way. We can do without love, of course, and claim it does not really play a major part in our lives. We may do that, but we still hope. Indifferent to all the evidence, hope has a way of surviving every discouragement, every setback or reversal; hope sustains us, enables us to believe we will find the person we have wanted all along.

      Sometimes, of course, that is exactly what happens.

      This story started when the two people involved were children. It began on a small island in the Caribbean, continued in Scotland, and in Australia, and came to a head in Singapore. It took place over sixteen years, beginning as one of those intense friendships of childhood and becoming, in time, something quite different. This is the story of that passion. It is a love story, and like most love stories it involves more than just two people, for every love has within it the echoes of other loves. Our story is often our parents’ story, told again, and with less variation than we might like to think. The mistakes, as often as not, are exactly the same mistakes our parents made, as human mistakes so regularly are.

      The Caribbean island in question is an unusual place. Grand Cayman is still a British territory, by choice of its people rather than by imposition, one of the odd corners that survive from the monstrous shadow that Victoria cast over more than half the world. Today it is very much in the sphere of American influence – Florida is only a few hundred miles away, and the cruise ships that drop anchor off George Town usually fly the flag of the United States, or are American ships under some other flag of convenience. But the sort of money that the Cayman Islands attract comes from nowhere; has no nationality, no characteristic smell.

      Grand Cayman is not much to look at, either on the map, where it is a pin-prick in the expanse of blue to the south of Cuba and the west of Jamaica, or in reality, where it is a coral-reefed island barely twenty miles long and a couple of miles in width. With smallness come some advantages, amongst them a degree of immunity to the hurricanes that roar through the Caribbean each year. Jamaica is a large and tempting target for these winds, and is hit quite regularly. There is no justice in the storms that flatten the houses of the poor in places like Kingston or Port Antonio, wood and tin constructions so much more vulnerable than the bricks and mortar of the better-off. Grand Cayman, being relatively minuscule, is usually missed, although every few decades the trajectory of a hurricane takes it straight across the island. Because there are no natural salients, much of the land is inundated by the resultant storm surge. People may lose their every possession to the wind – cars, fences, furniture and fridges, animals too, can all be swept out to sea and never seen again; boats end up in trees; palm trees bend double and are broken with as much ease as one might snap a pencil or the stem of a garden plant.

      Grand Cayman is not fertile. The soil, white and sandy, is not much use for growing crops, and indeed the land, if left to its own devices, would quickly revert to mangrove swamp. Yet people have occupied the island for several centuries, and scratched a living there. The original inhabitants were turtle-hunters. They were later joined by various pirates and wanderers for whom a life far away from the prying eye of officialdom was attractive. There were fishermen, too, as this was long before over-fishing was an issue, and the reef brought abundant marine life.

      Then, in the second half of the twentieth century, it occurred to a small group of people that Grand Cayman could become an off-shore financial centre. As a British territory it was stable, relatively incorrupt (by the standards of Central America and the shakier parts of the Caribbean), and its banks would enjoy the tutelage of the City of London. Unlike some other states that might have nursed similar ambitions, Grand Cayman was an entirely safe place to store money.

      ‘Sort out the mosquitoes,’ they said. ‘Build a longer runway. The money will flow in. You’ll see. Cayman will take off.’ Cayman, rather than the Cayman Islands, is what people who live there call the place – an affectionate shortening, with the emphasis on the man rather than the cay.

      Banks and investors agreed, and George Town became the home of a large expatriate community, a few who came as tax exiles, but most of them hard-working and conscientious accountants or trust managers. The locals watched with mixed feelings. They were reluctant to give up their quiet and rather sleepy way of life but found it difficult to resist the prosperity the new arrivals brought. And they liked, too, the high prices they could get for their previously worthless acres. A tiny white-board home by the sea, nothing special, could now be sold for a price that could keep one in comfort for the rest of one’s life. For most, the temptation was just too great; an easy life was now within grasp for many Caymanians, as Jamaicans could be brought in to do the manual labour, to serve in the restaurants frequented by the visitors from the cruise ships, to look after the bankers’ children. A privileged few were given status, as they called it, and were allowed to live permanently on the islands, these being the ones who were really needed, or, in some cases, who knew the right people – the people who could ease the passage of their residence petitions. Others had to return to the places from which they came, which were usually poorer, more dangerous, and more tormented by mosquitoes.

       

      Most children do not choose their own name, but she did. She was born Sally, and was called that as a baby, but at about the age of four, having heard the name in a story, she chose to be called Clover. At first her parents treated this indulgently, believing that after a day or two of being Clover she would revert to being Sally. Children got strange notions into their heads; her mother had read somewhere of a child who had decided for almost a complete week that he was a dog and had insisted on being fed from a bowl on the floor. But Clover refused to go back to being Sally, and the name stuck.

      Clover’s father, David, was an accountant who had been born and brought up in Scotland. After university he had started his professional training in London, in the offices of one of the large international accountancy firms. He was particularly able – he saw figures as if they were a landscape, instinctively understanding their topography – and this led to his being marked out as a high flier. In his first year after qualification, he was offered a spell of six months in the firm’s office in New York, an opportunity he seized enthusiastically. He joined a squash club and it was there, in the course of a mixed tournament, that he met the woman he was to marry.

      This woman was called Amanda. Her parents were both psychiatrists, who ran a joint practice on the Upper East Side. Amanda invited David back to her parents’ apartment after she had been seeing him for a month. They liked him, but she could tell that they were anxious about her seeing somebody who might take her away from New York. She was an only child, and she was the centre of their world. This young man, this accountant, was likely to be sent back to London, would want to take Amanda with him, and they would be left in New York. They put a brave face on it and said nothing about their fears; shortly before David’s six months were up, though, Amanda told her parents that they wanted to become engaged. Her mother wept at the news, although in private.

      The internal machinations of the accounting firm came to the rescue. Rather than returning to London, David was to be sent to Grand Cayman, where the firm was expanding its office. This was only three hours’ flight from New York – through Miami – and would therefore be less of a separation. Amanda’s parents were mollified.

      They left New York and settled into a temporary apartment in George Town, arranged for them by the firm. A few months later they found a new house near an inlet called Smith’s Cove, not much more than a mile from town. They moved in a week or two before their wedding, which took place in a small church round the corner. They chose this church because it was the closest one to them. It was largely frequented by Jamaicans, who provided an ebullient choir for the occasion, greatly impressing the friends who had travelled down from New York for the ceremony.

      Fourteen months later, Clover was born. Amanda sent a photograph to her mother in New York: Here’s your lovely grandchild. Look at her eyes. Just look at them. She’s so beautiful – already! At two days!

      ‘Fond parents,’ said Amanda’s father.

      His wife studied the photograph. ‘No,’ she said. ‘She’s right.’

      ‘Five days ago,’ he mused. ‘Born on a Thursday.’

      ‘Has far to go…’

      He frowned. ‘Far to go?’

      She explained. ‘The song. You remember it… Wednesday’s child is full of woe; Thursday’s child has far to go…’

      ‘That doesn’t mean anything much.’

      She shrugged; she had always felt that her husband lacked imagination; so many men did, she thought. ‘Perhaps that she’ll have to travel far to get what she wants. Travel far – or wait a long time, maybe.’

      He laughed at the idea of paying any attention to such things. ‘You’ll be talking about her star sign next. Superstitious behaviour. I have to deal with that all the time with my patients.’

      ‘I don’t take it seriously,’ she said. ‘You’re too literal. These things are fun – that’s all.’

      He smiled at her. ‘Sometimes.’

      ‘Sometimes what?’

      ‘Sometimes fun. Sometimes not.’
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      The new parents employed a Jamaican nurse for their child. There was plenty of money for something like this – there is no income tax on Grand Cayman and the salaries are generous. David was already having the prospect of a partnership within three or four years dangled in front of him, something that would have taken at least a decade elsewhere. On the island there was nothing much to spend money on, and employing domestic staff at least mopped up some of the cash. In fact, they were both slightly embarrassed by the amount of money they had. As a Scot, David was frugal in his instincts and disliked the flaunting of wealth; Amanda shared this. She had come from a milieu where displays of wealth were not unusual, but she had never felt comfortable about that. It struck her that by employing this Jamaican woman they would be recycling money that would otherwise simply sit in an account somewhere.

      More seasoned residents of the island laughed at this. ‘Of course you have staff – why not? Half the year it’s too hot to do anything yourself, anyway. Don’t think twice about it.’

      Their advertisement in the Cayman Compass drew two replies. One was from a Honduran woman who scowled through the interview, which did not last long.

      ‘Resentment,’ confided David. ‘That’s the way it goes. What are we in her eyes? Rich. Privileged. Maybe we won’t find anybody…’

      ‘Can we blame her?’

      David shrugged. ‘Probably not. But can you have somebody who hates you in the house?’

      The following day they interviewed a Jamaican woman called Margaret. She asked a few questions about the job and then looked about the room. ‘I don’t see no baby,’ she said. ‘I want to see the baby.’

      They took her into the room where Clover was lying asleep in her cot. The air conditioner was whirring, but there was that characteristic smell of a nursery – that drowsy, milky smell of an infant.

      ‘Lord, just look at her!’ said Margaret. ‘The little angel.’

      She stepped forward and bent over the cot. The child, now aware of her presence, struggled up through layers of sleep to open her eyes.

      ‘Little darling!’ exclaimed Margaret, reaching forward to pick her up.

      ‘She’s still sleepy,’ said Amanda. ‘Maybe…’

      But Margaret had her in her arms now and was planting kisses on her brow. David glanced at Amanda, who smiled weakly.

      He turned to Margaret. ‘When can you start?’

      ‘Right now,’ she said. ‘I start right now.’

       

      They had not asked Margaret anything about her circumstances at the interview – such as it was – and it was only a few days later that she told them about herself.

      ‘I was born in Port Antonio,’ she said. ‘My mother worked in a hotel, and she worked hard, hard; always working, I tell you. Always. There were four of us – me, my brother and two sisters. My brother’s legs didn’t work too well and he started to get mixed up with people who dealt in drugs and he went the way they all go. My older sister was twenty then. She worked in an office in town – a good job, and she did it well because she had learned shorthand and everything and never forgot anything. Then one day she just didn’t come home. No letter, no message, no nothing, and we sat there and wondered what to think. Nobody saw her, nobody heard from her – just nothing. Then they found her three days later. She was run over, thrown off the road into the bush, I tell you, and the person who did it just drive off – just drive off like that – and say nothing. How can a person do something like that to another person – run over them like they were a dog or something? I think of her every day, I can’t help it – every day and wonder why the Lord let that happen. I know he has his reasons, but sometimes it’s hard for us to work out what they are.

      ‘Then somebody said to me that I could come to Cayman with her. This woman she was a sort of aunt to me, and she arranged it with some people at the church, she did. I came over and met my husband, who’s Caymanian, one hundred per cent. He is a very good man who fixes government fridges. He says that I don’t have to work, but I say that I don’t want to sit in the house all day and wait for him to come back from fixing fridges. So that’s why I’ve taken this job, you see. That’s why.’

      Amanda listened to this and thought about how suffering could be compressed into a few simple words: Then one day she just didn’t come home… But so could happiness: a good man who fixes fridges…

       

      There was a second child, Billy, who arrived after another complicated pregnancy. Amanda went to Miami on the last day the airline would let her fly, and then stayed until they induced labour. Margaret came with David and Clover to pick her up at the airport. She covered the new infant with kisses, just as she had done with Clover.

      ‘He’s going to be very strong,’ she said. ‘You can tell it straight away with a boy child, you know. You look at him and you say: this one is going to be very strong and handsome.’

      Amanda laughed. ‘Surely you can’t. Not yet. You can hope for that, but you can’t tell.’

      Margaret shook her head. ‘But I can. I can always tell.’

      She was full of such information. She could predict when a storm was coming. ‘You watch the birds, you see. The birds – they know because they feel it in their feathers. So you watch them – they tell you when a storm is on the way. Every time.’ And she could tell whether a fish was infected with ciguatera by a simple test she had learned from Jamaicans who claimed it never let them down. ‘You have to watch those reef fish,’ she explained. ‘If they have the illness and you eat them then you get really sick. But you know who can tell whether the fish is sick? Ants. You put the fish down on the ground and you watch the ants. If the fish is clean, they’re all over it – if it’s got ciguatera, then they walk all the way round that fish, just like this, on their toes – they won’t touch it, those ants: they know. They’ve got sensitive noses. You try it. You’ll see.’

       

      Amanda said to David: ‘It could have been very different for Margaret.’

      ‘What could?’

      ‘Life. Everything. If she had had the chance of an education.’

      He was silent. ‘It’s not too late. She could go to night school. There are courses.’

      Amanda thought this was unlikely. ‘She works here all day. And then there’s Eddie to look after, and those dogs they have.’

      ‘It’s her life. That’s what she wants.’

      She did not think so. ‘Do you think people actually want their lives? Or do you think they just accept them? They take the life they’re given, I think. Or most of them do.’

      He had been looking at a sheaf of papers – figures, of course – and he put them aside. ‘We are getting philosophical, aren’t we?’

      They were sitting outside, by the pool. The water reflected the sky, a shimmer of light blue. She said: ‘Well, these things are important. Otherwise…’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Otherwise we go through life not really knowing what we want, or what we mean. That’s not enough.’

      ‘No?’

      She realised that she had never talked to him about these things, and now that they were doing so, she suddenly saw that he had nothing to say about such questions. It was an extraordinary moment, and one that later she would identify as the precise point at which she fell out of love with him.

      He picked up his papers. A paper clip that had been keeping them together had slipped out of position, and now he manoeuvred it back. ‘Margaret?’ he said.

      ‘What about her?’

      ‘Will she have children of her own?’

      She did not answer him at first, and he shot her an interested glance.

      ‘No?’ he said. ‘Has she spoken to you?’

      She had, having done so one afternoon, but only after extracting a promise that she would tell nobody. There had been shame, and tears. Two ectopic pregnancies had put paid to her hopes of a family. One of them had almost killed her, such had been the loss of blood. The other had been detected earlier and quietly dealt with.

      He pressed her to answer. ‘Well?’

      ‘Yes. I said I wouldn’t discuss it.’

      ‘Even with me?’

      She looked at him. The thought of what she had just felt – the sudden and unexpected insight that had come to her – appalled her. It was just as a loss of faith must be for a priest; that moment when he realises that he no longer believes in God and that everything he has done up to that point – his whole life, really – has been based on something that is not there; the loss, the waste of time, the self-denial, now all for nothing. Was this what happened in a marriage? She had been fond of him – she had imagined that she had loved him – but now, quite suddenly and without any provoking incident, it was as if he were a stranger to her – a familiar stranger, yes, but a stranger nonetheless.

      She closed her eyes. She had suddenly seen him as an outsider might see him – as a tall, well-built man who was used to having everything his way, because people who looked like him often had that experience. But he might also be seen as a rather unexciting man, a man of habit, interested in figures and money and not much else. She felt dizzy at the thought of… of what? Years of emptiness ahead? Clover was eight now, and Billy was four. Fifteen years?

      She answered his question. ‘I promised her I wouldn’t mention it to anyone, but I assume that she didn’t intend you not to know.’

      He agreed. ‘People think that spouses know everything. And they usually do, don’t they? People don’t keep things from their spouse.’

      She thought there might have been a note of criticism in what he said, even of reproach, but he was smiling at her. And she was asking herself at that moment whether she would ever sleep with another man, while staying with David. If she would, then who would it be?

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘I mean yes. I mean they don’t. She probably thinks you know.’

      He tucked the papers into a folder. ‘Poor woman. She loves kids so much and she can’t… Unfair, isn’t it?’

      There was an old sea-grape tree beside the pool and a breeze, cool from the sea, was making the leaves move; just a little. She noticed the shadow of the leaves on the ground shifting, and then returning to where it was before. George Collins. If anyone, it would be with him.

      She felt a surge of self-disgust, and found herself blushing. She turned away lest he should notice, but he was getting up from his reclining chair and had begun to walk over towards the pool.

      ‘I’m going to have a dip,’ he said. ‘It’s getting uncomfortable. I hate this heat.’

      He took off his shirt; he was already wearing swimming trunks. He slipped out of his sandals and plunged into the pool. The splash of the water was as in that Hockney painting, she thought; as white against the blue, as surprised and as sudden as that.
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      George and Alice Collins had little to do with the rest of the expatriates. This was not because they were stand-offish or thought themselves a cut above the others – it was more a case of having different interests. He was a doctor, but unlike most doctors on the island he was not interested in building up a lucrative private practice. He ran a clinic that was mostly used by Jamaicans and Hondurans who had no, or very little, insurance and were not eligible for the government scheme. He was also something of a naturalist and had published a check-list of Caribbean flora and a small book on the ecology of the reef. His wife, Alice, was an artist whose watercolours of Cayman plants had been used on a set of the island’s postage stamps. They were polite enough to the money people when they met them on social occasions – inevitably, in a small community, everybody eventually encounters everybody else – but they did not really like them. They had a particular distaste for hedge fund managers whom George regarded as little better than licensed gamblers. These hedge fund managers would probably not have cared about that assessment had they noticed it, which they did not. Money obscured everything else for them: the heat, the sea, the economic life of ordinary people. They did not care about the disapproval of others: wealth, and a lot of it, can be a powerful protector against the resentment of others. Alice shared George’s view of hedge fund managers, but her dislikes were even broader: she had a low opinion of just about everybody on the island, with the exception of one or two acquaintances, of whom Amanda was one: the locals for being lazy and materialistic, the expatriates for being energetic and materialistic, and the rest for being uninterested in anything that interested her. She did not want to be there; she wanted to be in London or New York, or even Sydney – where there were art galleries and conversations, and things happened; instead of which, she said, I am here, on this strip of coral in the middle of nowhere with these people I don’t really like. It was a mistake, she told herself, ever to come to the Caribbean in the first place. She had been attracted to it by family associations and by the sunsets; but you could not live on either of these, she decided, not if you had ambitions of any sort. I shall die without ever having a proper exhibition – one that counts – of my work. Nobody will remember me.

      The Collins house was about half a mile away from David and Amanda’s house, and reached by a short section of unpaved track. It could be glimpsed from the road that joined George Town to Bodden Town, but only just: George’s enthusiasm for the native plants of the Caribbean had resulted in a rioting shrubbery that concealed most of the house from view. Inside the house the style was not so much the faux-Caribbean style that was popular in many other expatriate homes, but real island décor. George had met Alice in Barbados, where he had gone for a medical conference when he was working in the hospital on Grand Cayman. He had invited her to visit him in the Caymans, and she had done so. They had become engaged and shortly afterwards she left Barbados to join him in George Town, where they had set up their first home together. Much of their furniture came from a plantation house that had belonged to an aunt of hers who had lived there for thirty years and built up a collection of old pieces. Alice was Australian; she had gone to visit the aunt after she had finished her training as a teacher in Melbourne, and had stayed longer than she intended. The aunt, who had been childless, had been delighted to discover a niece whose company she enjoyed. She had persuaded her to stay and had arranged a job for her in a local school. Two years later, though, she had died of a heart attack and had left the house and all its contents to Alice. These had included a slave bell, of which Alice was ashamed, that was stored out of sight in a cupboard. She had almost thrown it away, consigning that reminder of the hated past to oblivion, but had realised that we cannot rid ourselves so easily of the wrongs our ancestors wrought.

      They had one son, a boy, who was a month older than Clover. He was called James, after George’s own father, who had been a professor of medicine in one of the London teaching hospitals. Alice and Amanda had met when they were pregnant, when they both attended a class run in a school hall in George Town by a natural childbirth enthusiast. Amanda had already been told that she was not a candidate for a natural delivery, but she listened with interest to accounts of birthing pools and other alternatives, suspecting that what lay ahead for her was the sterile glare of a specialist obstetric unit.

      Friendships forged at such classes, like those made by parents waiting at the school gate, can last, and Alice and Amanda continued to see one another after the birth of their children. George had a small sailing boat, and had once or twice taken David out in it, although David did not like swells – he had a propensity to sea-sickness – and they did not go far. From time to time Amanda and Alice played singles against one another at the tennis club, but it was often too hot for that unless one got up early and played as dawn came up over the island.

      It was not a very close friendship, but it did mean that Clover and James knew of one another’s existence from the time that each of them first began to be aware of other children. And in due course, they had both been enrolled at the small school, the Cayman Prep, favoured by expatriate families. The intake that year was an unusually large one, and so they were not in the same class, but if for any reason Amanda or Alice could not collect her child at the end of the school day, a ride home with the other parent was guaranteed. Or sometimes Margaret, who drove a rust-coloured jeep that had seen better days, would collect both of them and treat them, to their great delight, to an illicit ice-cream on the way home.

      Boys often play more readily with other boys, but James was different. He was happy in the company of other boys, but he seemed to be equally content to play with girls, and in particular with Clover. He found her undemanding even if she followed him about the house, watching him with wide eyes, ready to do his bidding in whatever new game he devised for them. When they had just turned nine, David, who fancied himself as a carpenter, made them a tree-house, supported between two palm trees in the back garden and reached by a rope ladder tied at one end to the base of the tree-house and at the other to two pegs driven into the ground. They spent hours in this leafy hide-out, picnicking on sandwiches or looking out of a telescope that James had carted up the rope ladder. It was a powerful instrument, originally bought by David when he thought he might take up amateur astronomy, but never really used. The stars, he found out, were too far away to be of any real interest, and once you had looked at the moon and its craters there was little else to see.

      But James found that with the telescope pointed out of the side window of the tree-house, he could see into the windows of nearby houses across the generously sized yards and gardens. Palm trees and sprays of bougainvillea could get in the way, obscuring the view in some directions, but there was still plenty to look at. He found a small notebook and drew columns in it headed House, People, and Things Seen.

      ‘Why?’ asked Clover, as he showed her this notebook and its first few entries.

      ‘Because we need to keep watch,’ he said. ‘There might be spies, you know. We’d see them from up here.’

      She nodded. ‘And if we saw them? What then?’

      ‘We’ll have the evidence,’ he said, pointing to the notebook. ‘We could show it to the police, and then they could arrest them and shoot them.’

      Clover looked doubtful. ‘They don’t shoot people in Cayman,’ she said. ‘Not even the Governor is allowed to shoot people.’

      ‘They’re allowed to shoot spies,’ James countered.

      She adjusted the telescope so that it was pointing out of the window and then she leaned forward to peer through it.

      ‘I can see into the Arthur house,’ she said. ‘There’s a man standing in the kitchen talking on the telephone.’

      ‘I’ll note that down,’ said James. ‘He could be a spy.’

      ‘He isn’t. It’s Mr Arthur – Teddy’s father.’

      ‘Spies often pretend to be ordinary people,’ said James. ‘Even Teddy might not know that his father’s a spy.’

      She wanted to please him and so she kept the records assiduously. The Arthur family was watched closely, even if no real evidence of spying was obtained. They talked on the telephone a lot, however, and that could be suspicious.

      ‘Spies speak on the telephone to headquarters,’ James explained. ‘They’re always on the phone.’

      She had no interest in spies and their doings; the games she preferred involved re-enacted domesticity, or arranging shells in patterns, or writing plays that would then be performed, in costume, for family and neighbours – including the Arthurs, if they could be prised away from their spying activities. He went along with all this, to an extent, because he was fair-minded and understood that boys had to do the things that girls wanted occasionally, if girls were to do the things that boys wanted.

      Their friendship survived battles over little things – arguments and spats that led to telephone calls of apology or the occasional note I hate you so much, always rescinded by a note the next morning saying I don’t really hate you – not really. Sorry.

      ‘She’s your girlfriend, isn’t she?’ taunted one of James’s classmates, a boy called Tom Ebanks, whose father was a notoriously corrupt businessman.

      ‘No. She’s just a friend.’

      Tom Ebanks smirked. ‘She lets you kiss her? You put your tongue in her mouth – like this – and wiggle it all around?’

      ‘I told you: she’s my friend.’

      ‘You’re going to make her pregnant? You know what that is? You know how to do that?’

      He lashed out at the other boy, and cut him above his right eye. There was blood, and there were threats from Tom Ebanks’s friends, but it put a stop to the talk. He did not care if they thought she was his girlfriend. There was nothing wrong with having a girlfriend, not that that was what she was anyway. She was just like any of the boys, really – a friend. She had always been there; it was as simple as that. She was a sister, of a sort, although had she been his real sister he would not have got on so well with her, he thought: he knew boys, quite a few of them, who ignored their sisters or found them irritating. He liked Clover, and told her that. ‘You’re my best friend, you know. Or at least I think you are.’

      She had responded warmly. ‘And you’re mine too.’

      They looked at one another and held each other’s gaze until he turned away and talked about something else.
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      Amanda was surprised. The fact that she had fallen out of love with David seemed to make little difference to her day-to-day life. That would not have been the case, she told herself, if affection had been transformed into something stronger, into actual antipathy. But she could not dislike David, who was a kind and equably tempered man. It was not his fault; he had done nothing to bring this about – it had simply happened. She knew women who disliked their husbands, who went so far as to say that they found them unbearable. There was a woman at the tennis club, Vanessa, who was like that; she had drunk too much at the Big Tennis Party, as they called their annual reception for new members, and had spoken indiscreetly to Amanda.

      ‘I just can’t stand him, you know,’ she had said. ‘I find him physically repulsive – actually repulsive. Can you imagine what that’s like? Can you? When he puts his hands on me?’

      Amanda had looked away. She wanted to say that you should never talk about the marriage bed, but she could not find the words. That’s private would have done, of course, but it sounded so disapproving.

      ‘I’ll tell you,’ went on Vanessa, sipping at her gin and tonic, and lowering her voice. ‘I have to close my eyes and imagine that I’m with somebody else. It’s the only way.’ She paused. ‘Have you ever done that?’

      The other woman was looking at Amanda with interest, as if the question she had asked was entirely innocuous – an enquiry as to whether one had ever read a particular book.

      Amanda shook her head. But I have, she thought.

      ‘That’s the only way I can bear to sleep with him,’ Vanessa said. ‘I decide who it’s going to be and then I think of him.’ She paused. ‘You’d be surprised to find out some of the men I’ve slept with. In my mind, of course. I’ve been very socially successful.’

      Amanda looked up at the sky. It was evening, and they were standing outside; most of the guests were on the patio. The sky was clear; white stars against dark velvet. ‘Have you thought of leaving him?’

      Vanessa laughed. ‘Look at these people.’ She gestured to the other guests. One saw the gesture and waved; Vanessa smiled back. ‘Every one of the women – I can’t speak for the men – but every one of those women would probably leave their husbands if it weren’t for one thing.’

      ‘I don’t think…’

      ‘No, I’m telling you. It’s true.’ The gin and tonic was almost finished now; just ice was left. ‘Money. It’s money that keeps them. It’s always been like that.’

      ‘Not any more, surely. Women have options now. Careers. You don’t have to stay with a man you can’t stand.’

      ‘No,’ said Vanessa. ‘You’re wrong. You have to stay, because you can’t do otherwise. What does this tennis club cost? What does it cost to buy a house here? Two million dollars for something vaguely habitable. Where do women get that money when it’s men who’ve got the jobs?’ She looked to Amanda for an answer. ‘Well?’

      ‘It’s not that bad.’

      ‘No, it is bad. It’s very bad.’

      The conversation had left her feeling depressed, because of its sheer hopelessness. She wondered if Vanessa was at a further point on a road upon which she herself had now embarked. If that were true, she decided, she would leave well before she reached that stage. And she could: there were her parents back in New York – she could go back to them right now and they would accept her. She could take the children, and bring them up as Americans rather than as typical expatriate children living in a place where they did not belong and where they would never be sure exactly who they were. There were plenty of children like that in places like Grand Cayman or Dubai and all those other cities where expatriates led their detached, privileged lives, knowing that their hosts merely tolerated them, never loved them or accepted them.

      But then she thought: she had no difficulty living with David. She did not dislike him; he did not annoy her in the way he ate his breakfast cereal or in the things he said. He could be amusing; he could say witty things that brought what she thought of as guilt-free laughter – there was never a victim in any of his stories. He did not embarrass her with philistine comments or reactionary views, as another friend’s husband did. And she thought, too, that as well as there being no reason to leave, there was a very good reason to stay, and that was so that the children could have two parents. If the cost of that would be her remaining with a man she did not love, then that was not a great price to pay.

       

      ‘That poor woman,’ said Margaret one morning. ‘She’s going to lose a leg.’

      ‘What woman?’ asked Amanda. Margaret was one of those people who made the assumption that you knew all their friends and acquaintances.

      They were standing in the kitchen, where Margaret was cooking one of her Jamaican stews. The stew was bubbling on the cooker, giving off a rich, earthy smell.

      ‘She works in that house on the corner. The big one. She’s worked there a long time, but they don’t treat her right.’

      The story could be assembled through the asking of the right questions, but it could take time.

      ‘Who doesn’t treat her right? Her employers?’

      ‘Yes, the people in that house. They make her work all the time and then she gets sick and they say it’s got nothing to do with them. She twists her leg at their place, you see, and they still say it’s got nothing to do with them. Some people say nothing is to do with them – nothing at all. At their own place too.’

      ‘I see…’

      ‘So now the leg is fixed by that useless doctor. He kills more people than he saves, that one. The Honduran one. All those Honduras people go to him when they get sick because he says he was a big man back in Honduras and they believe him. You know how they are. They believe things you and I would laugh at – the Hondurans believe them. They cross themselves and so on, and believe all the lies that people tell them. No questions asked.’

      She elicited the story slowly. A Honduran maid – a woman in her early fifties – had slipped at the poolside in the house of a wealthy expatriate couple. They were French tax exiles, easily able to afford for their maid to see a reputable doctor, but had washed their hands of the matter. They had warned her about wet patches at the edge of the pool, and now she had injured herself. It was her fault, not theirs.

      The maid had consulted a cheap Honduran doctor who was not licensed to practise in the Cayman Islands, but who did so nonetheless in the back of his shipping chandlery. Now infection had set in in the bone and progressed to the point that the public hospital was offering an amputation. There was an ulcer, too, that needed dressing.

      The leg could be saved, Margaret said, but it would be expensive. ‘You could ask Dr Collins,’ she said. ‘He’s a good man. He could do something.’

      ‘Has he seen her?’ Amanda asked.

      Margaret shook her head. ‘She’s too frightened to go and see him. Money, you see. Doctors charge a lot of money just for you to sit in their waiting room.’

      ‘He isn’t like that.’

      ‘No, so they say. But this woman is too frightened to go.’

      There was an expectant silence.

      ‘All right,’ said Amanda. ‘I’ll take her.’

      It was not onerous. And she realised that she wanted to see him. She had never been into his clinic – the run-down building past the shops at South Sound – but she had seen the badly painted sign that said Dr Collins, Patient’s at Back. She knew that he was not responsible for the apostrophe; that was the fault of the sign-writer, and she knew, too, that it remained there because the doctor was too tactful to have it corrected. The sign-writer was one of his patients and always asked him, with pride, if he was happy with his work. ‘Of course I am, Wallis,’ the doctor said. ‘I wouldn’t change a word of it.’ That had been told her by Alice.

      Margaret arranged for her to pick up the Honduran woman, Bella. She did so one evening, waiting at the end of the drive while the maid, who was using crutches, limped towards her.

      ‘My leg’s bad,’ she said, as she got into the car. ‘Swollen. Bad inside. I’m sorry. It smells bad too. I can’t help that.’

      She caught her breath. There was an odour – slightly sweet, but sinister too; the smell of physical corruption, of infection. She wondered how this could go untreated in a place of expensive cars and air conditioning. But it did, of course; illness and infection survived in the interstices even where there was money and the things that money bought. All they needed was human flesh, oxygen, and indifference; or hardness of heart, perhaps.

      She reached out and put a hand on the maid’s forearm. ‘I don’t mind. I can’t even notice it.’

      The maid looked at her. ‘You’re very kind.’

      Amanda thought: am I? Or would anybody do this; surely anybody would?

      She drove carefully. The road from the town centre was busy, and the traffic was slow in the late afternoon heat. She tried to make conversation, but Bella seemed to be unwilling to speak, and they completed the journey in silence.

      The clinic was simple. In a waiting room furnished with plastic chairs, a woman sat at a desk with several grey filing cabinets behind her. There was a noticeboard on which government circulars about immunisation had been pinned untidily. A slow-turning ceiling fan disturbed the air sufficiently to flutter the end of the larger circulars. There was a low table with ancient magazines stacked on it – old copies of the National Geographic and, curiously, a magazine called Majesty that specialised in articles about the British royal family. A younger member of that family looked out from the cover. Exclusive, claimed a caption to the picture: we tell you what he really feels about history and duty.

      Amanda spoke to the woman at the desk. She had phoned her earlier on and made the appointment, and this had been followed by a conversation with George; now there was a form to be filled in. She offered this to Bella, who recoiled from it, out of ancient, instinctive habit. And that must be how you felt if you had always been at the bottom of the heap, thought Amanda. Every form, every manifestation of authority, came from above, was a potential threat.

      ‘I’ll fill it in for her,’ she said, glancing at the receptionist to forestall any objection.

      But there was none. ‘That’s fine,’ said the woman. ‘As long as we have her name and date of birth.’

      They sat on adjoining chairs. She smiled at Bella. ‘It’ll be all right.’

      ‘They said at the hospital…’

      She stopped her. ‘Never mind what they said. We’ll see what Dr Collins says. All right?’

      Bella nodded miserably. Then she seemed to brighten. ‘You’ve got those two children, M’am.’

      ‘Not M’am. Amanda.’

      ‘Same as me. Two. Boy and a girl. You have that Clover? I’ve seen her. Pretty girl.’

      ‘Thank you. Yours?’

      ‘They’re with their grandmother in Puerto Cortes. In Honduras.’

      ‘You must miss them.’

      ‘Yes. Every day. Specially now.’

      A consequence of the expatriate life, Amanda thought – or of another variety of it.

       

      The door behind the receptionist’s desk opened. A woman came out – a young woman, tall, with the light-olive complexion of some of the Cayman Islanders. She turned and shook the doctor’s hand before walking out, eyes averted from Amanda and Bella.



OEBPS/imagedata/Cover.jpg





