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      For my father

      




      
      
      Emily

      
      AT MIDDAY ON a bright, chilly Saturday in April, I tucked my cold and trembling hand through the crook of my father’s arm and prepared
         to walk down the aisle of the little grey stone church in the Dorset village of Over Crompton where I grew up. We paused,
         the pair of us, just inside the open porch door and I could smell the lilies that my mother and Aunt Sadie had arranged on
         the altar, and the icy, intoxicating scent of narcissi and hyacinth at the end of every pew. A blur of pale faces turned towards
         me and there was a shifting of silk-clad bottoms on the wooden pews as a little murmur of excited expectation rippled to and
         fro amongst the congregation.
      

      
      There was no turning back, not that I wanted to. This was it. My wedding day. The organ struck up, and at the front of the
         church I could see Hugh getting to his feet and stepping out into the aisle to greet me, a huge and unceremonial smile on his face. He looked uncharacteristically smart in a suit I had made him buy in
         the January sales. Unfortunately he had had a drastic haircut and his trademark floppy brown hair had all gone. It made him
         look very young and a bit raw – like a boy soldier, a new recruit.
      

      
      Although Hugh is an anthropologist and spends his time studying the exotic ceremonies of remote tribes, he has a dread of
         any such events in his own life, and it was just as well I didn’t yearn to be driven to the church from my parents’ farm in
         a horse-drawn carriage bedecked with flowers, or to be attended by a pack of tiny bridesmaids and pageboys, or to walk under
         an arch of raised pitchforks. I wanted our wedding to be simple, too. I had the shortest guest list I could get away with,
         and wore an unadorned cream shift dress and woollen jacket, with my dark hair loose on my shoulders.
      

      
      We could, I suppose, have got married in a registry office in London, with no ceremony at all, but I am a Kingsley, one of
         a far-reaching tribe of Dorset farmers, and I felt it right that I should make my vows in the little church where the bones
         of my ancestors lie in the churchyard. This is within a stone’s throw of the low farmhouse where I grew up and where Clemmie, my cousin, and I had so often played at getting married, using a lace tablecloth as a dress and the ringpull
         from a soft drink can to plight our troth.
      

      
      I am an only child, but there in the front pews of the church were ranged my six boy cousins, Clemmie’s brothers, all tall,
         all shock-headed with the famous Kingsley thatch of golden hair, all turning amused faces to me, their podgy (as I was, once)
         little cousin Emily, traipsing up the aisle to get married. ‘Here she comes! Here’s Em! Can you believe it! Does the poor
         sod know what he’s in for?’ I could almost hear them whispering as they nudged and jostled.
      

      
      In front of them was my mother, in a saucer hat and bright make-up, outclassing the Kingsley women in their unfashionable
         get-ups – all better judges of a dairy cow or a working hunter than what to wear at a wedding. Sitting beside her, beaming
         and serene, was Aunt Ellen, and next to her Uncle Peter, my father’s brother. He’d been on the whisky since breakfast. Having
         a little stiffener, he called it, and now he swayed to his feet as the organ thundered my progress up the aisle.
      

      
      Parked tidily in the space near the pulpit steps was Miss Timmis in her wheelchair, a tiny crooked figure, her head on her breast like a little bird, her hands clasped under her chin. It was impossible to tell whether she knew that
         I had arrived on my father’s arm to take my place by my future husband. A series of little strokes had left her largely adrift
         from what was going on around her, and yet she was a key figure in my recent history. It was through her, in a way, that I
         had first met Hugh.
      

      
      On the other side of the church, Hugh’s small family made little impression on the Kingsley mass gathering. His mother and
         father, one tall, one short, both timid and self-effacing, stood side by side, looking straight ahead, as if our marriage
         ceremony was an ordeal that had to be got through. It was a mystery how such a meek couple could have produced brilliant and
         eccentric Hugh, and Erica, his fierce eco-warrior sister, who sat next to them with her cowed husband, Neil, who worked for
         the BBC, and their dreadful child, Matthias, each of them with Joan of Arc haircuts and dressed in androgynous organic hemp
         clothing and vegetarian shoes. Later, at the reception, they would have to square up to all the beef farmers and fox-hunting
         maniacs on my side of the family.
      

      
      Why did I feel so nervous as we arrived at the altar steps? My hands shook and a tremor in my left knee set the hem of my dress trembling. My father gently released his arm from my grasp and Hugh came to stand beside me. I must
         remember to look at him and smile and not spoil the moment by concentrating on his disastrous hair. How had it got past me
         – that unscheduled visit to a sheep shearer? Everything else about this wedding I had organised down to the last detail. I
         am used to bossing people around because I am a London primary school teacher, and I tackled the arrangements for my Big Day
         as I would a school project for my class of thirty-six seven-year-olds. My mother had complained about it. ‘For goodness’
         sake, Emily! I’m here to help, but do stop addressing me in that teacher’s tone of voice.’
      

      
      Hugh and I suit each other in that way, because I discovered early on in our relationship that he needs organising, which
         I am naturally good at. He loses and forgets things and appears to have only half his mind on whatever is going on around
         him, but it is a mistake to underestimate his tenacity of purpose when he needs or wants to get something done. Like wanting
         to marry me, for instance.
      

      
      We met just over a year ago in bizarre circumstances. I was nursing a broken heart after a long relationship had come to an
         end. I’m not going to call it a love affair, because although I had certainly loved Ted for a while when we were at school and then university together, the later
         years were miserable, and I know now that I was hanging on to an unobtainable dream. Meeting Hugh helped me to see that, and
         gradually I fell in love with the man with the awful haircut who was now waiting to marry me.
      

      
      All the dreadful romantic yearning and emotional pain that I had suffered at the hands of Ted seemed to gather and swell and
         then burst like waters from a broken dam and sweep me towards Hugh, my rescuer. Gentle, decent, kind, clever, unselfish Hugh.
         Although I describe it as ‘sweeping’, it took time, of course, and Hugh was sometimes away on field trips or giving lectures
         in far-flung places, and I was busy and tired as London teachers always are, but once we had found each other, we were like
         homing pigeons coming back to roost side by side and exchange loving murmurs . . . well, sort of. Hugh is vague in the extreme,
         and often seems to forget my existence, and he is hopeless at conventional romance. No chocolates and champagne or loving
         text messages or heart-shaped anything comes my way – all the stuff that faithless Ted had been rather good at.
      

      
      And then the service started, and hand in hand we sang the first hymn, ‘Glorious Things of Thee are Spoken’, and I was surprised to hear that Hugh had a lovely bass voice –
         how was it I had never heard him singing before? A year isn’t long enough to know anyone completely. Behind us swelled the
         sound of Kingsley baying, like a tuneful pack of hounds. They love outclassing the opposition in any sphere, and competitive
         congregational singing is one of them. I caught Hugh’s eye and we exchanged a loving smile, and he squeezed my hand in his.
         I love his hands – so long and elegant and sensitive-looking, unlike the bunched, reddened sausage fingers of my forebears.
      

      
      Our lady vicar – the Vicarene, my father calls her, whose name is Debbie, invited us to pray, and I told myself to concentrate
         on the words, not to miss a single one, and when she talked about our families and friends gathered to witness our union,
         it was Clemmie I thought of, and regretted that she wasn’t there, in the pew with her row of towering brothers. Clemmie is
         my best friend and always has been, and her absence was the only sadness of the day.
      

      
      I was thinking of her because, by not being in the church with us, she left a space that couldn’t be filled by anyone else.
         Of all people, she should have been there, sharing this day with me. She was the missing piece of the jigsaw of my life. She should have been there at the beginning to tell me I was doing the right thing in marrying
         Hugh. She should have got drunk with me on my hen night. She should have helped me choose my dress and decide how to do my
         hair. Clemmie is the other half of who I am, closer than a cousin or a best friend. Hadn’t we, at nine years old, scratched
         our wrists and mixed our blood in a ceremony of sisterhood, and pledged to be true to each other as long as we lived?
      

      
      There’s something special about Clemmie. When people first meet her, they are struck by her unusual beauty. There’s a rare
         and exotic thread running through the Kingsley bloodline that surfaces from time to time to produce a throwback to a Viking
         king or a Saxon warlord. Clemmie is one such, as is my father, both possessed of a glacial golden beauty and mesmerising charm.
         In my father’s case, his romantic good looks earned him the hand of my mother, an outsider, a city girl, and also the attention
         of countless other women with whom he fell regularly and disastrously in love.
      

      
      With Clemmie it is different. When we were growing up, local boys, neighbouring farmers’ sons and others, admired her from
         a distance while they messed about with the jolly, plump girls who were glad of their attention. Clemmie was too remote and unobtainable. She was too cool and vague. Her level blue gaze was too disturbing, and
         worst of all, she never fell in love with them. She was never groped in the back of borrowed cars or snogged in horseboxes
         at gymkhanas. She didn’t shriek and flirt and squeal when she was teased and manhandled in the way that passed for lovemaking
         amongst country lads. No boy would have dared to muck about with Clemmie. She grew up like a medieval princess, distant and
         chaste, as if she lived in a castle protected by an impregnable thorn hedge.
      

      
      It was our Great-Aunt Mary who years ago, when we were teenagers and Clemmie was complaining that she hadn’t got a boyfriend,
         advised her that she was a girl born out of time and place. ‘You should be loved by a man who lives to bear arms and love
         women,’ she had said, her beady dark eyes shining with a wicked knowledge that she wasn’t about to share. I remember the words
         because they annoyed me at the time. They made me feel left out and ordinary. I also remember them because they were prophetic.
      

      
      My parents’ farmhouse is close enough to the church to allow Hugh and me to link arms and lead our guests through the little
         churchyard with its sloping mossy headstones and brightly nodding daffodils, to our wedding reception in a small marquee in the garden. I would have been
         happy to have our party in the village hall, but my mother wasn’t going to be done out of seeing her only daughter sent off
         in proper style. ‘I’ve been waiting years for this,’ she said, adding slyly, ‘and sometimes gave up hope altogether!’ She
         had been married at twenty-two, and any bride older than twenty-five she considered a dangerously late starter. To wait until
         my late twenties was to stare disaster in the face. ‘I don’t want a big lump of an unmarried daughter round my neck,’ she
         used to tell me, tactful as ever. ‘Your father and I want to be free of responsibility for a few years before we need walking
         frames and stair lifts.’
      

      
      Someone had given the churchyard grass its first cut of the year and it gleamed a damp emerald green and wet clumps stuck
         to the shoes of anyone who stepped off the little gravel path where dog violets peeped between the cracked edging stones.
         Above the noisy chatter of the guests there was the constant babble of water from along the length of the valley, where the
         spring rain of yesterday had run off the hills to replenish the stream that followed the village main street. Banks of pungent
         wild garlic marked its path. Above that sound, and drifting up to fill the dome of tender April sky, was the clamour of the sheep and lambs newly released
         on to the fresh hillsides.
      

      
      We hurried as the sky darkened and ominous grey clouds bustled across the sun. It was splashy, unpredictable weather, sun
         one minute and vicious slanting rain the next. We took off down the lane, laughing, and peering anxiously up at the sky. Behind
         us people were opening umbrellas as the first fat drops fell, but now we were turning into the farm drive, across the yard,
         standing gloomily silent since my father had given up the milking herd a year ago, and up the two old grey stone steps to
         the garden gate and the shelter of the pretty little striped marquee.
      

      
      ‘Lucky us!’ said Hugh, catching me to him and kissing the top of my head. ‘Lucky rain!’

      
      ‘Happy the bride the sun shines on!’ I reminded him, ever the pessimist.

      
      ‘Not in Africa,’ he said. ‘Quite the opposite! Rain means a fertile wife and a full granary.’

      
      ‘A bun in the oven!’ shouted one of my cousins.

      
      ‘Here comes Miss Timmis! Make way!’ cried Pete, the youngest, who was in charge of the wheelchair. He and Tom manhandled it
         up the steps and charged into the shelter of the tent. Miss Timmis, dressed for the occasion in a navy suit that hung about her shrunken shape and a jaunty green beret that had once belonged to Great-Aunt
         Mary, looked surprised at this pitching race. In the nursing home where she now lived, a trip down the corridor to the drawing
         room was an event. Stephen handed her a glass of champagne and I knelt beside her chair.
      

      
      ‘Miss Timmis! It’s me, Emily!’

      
      ‘Of course, my dear.’ Her voice was uncertain and her speech a little slurred. ‘Your wedding day!’

      
      ‘Yes! I’ve married Hugh, who I met in Mali, in Africa. You remember, Miss Timmis, where Clemmie and I went to scatter Great-Aunt
         Mary’s ashes.’
      

      
      I thought there was a moment of understanding in the faded brown eyes, but Miss Timmis answered vaguely, ‘I’m afraid I don’t
         remember that, my dear. Was that before the war?’
      

      
      ‘No, Miss Timmis. Great-Aunt Mary died just over a year ago. You lived with her here in the village, in Jasmine Cottage. Do
         you remember? It was after she died that you moved into The Willows. Before we went to Mali you told Clemmie and me a lot
         about when you and Mary were girls. You were the only person who knew that she had spent time in French Colonial Africa when
         she was young. You were the person who helped us to understand why she wanted her ashes taken back there.’ You told us a lot, I thought, but you missed
         out the most important thing; the truth that you had buried for years.
      

      
      ‘Did I? I don’t remember, I’m afraid. My silly old memory!’

      
      ‘Her father was in colonial administration and she had gone out to Africa to visit him. She fell in love there.’

      
      Miss Timmis’ hand shook and champagne slopped on to the front of her blouse.

      
      Hugh touched my arm. ‘Don’t, Emily,’ he said gently. ‘There’s no need. You can see she’s upset.’

      
      ‘She should know about Clemmie,’ I told him over my shoulder. ‘She always loved Clemmie.’

      
      ‘And guess what, Miss Timmis,’ I persisted although she had shrunk away from me into the corner of her chair. ‘Hugh and I
         are going to Africa on our honeymoon. We’re going back to Mali. Hugh has some work to do, and I am going to find Clemmie!’
      

      
      Miss Timmis looked up, her expression suddenly alert. ‘Clemmie? Clemmie is there? In that dreadful desert?’

      
      ‘Yes, she is! She stayed. You must remember, I told you all about it. She fell in love, like Mary did, but she decided to stay. She’s there now, and I am going to meet her, I hope.’
      

      
      ‘In love? In love with that man? That tribal man?’ Miss Timmis was genuinely confused now, and her thin old spinster’s voice
         rattled on, following her own jumbled thoughts. ‘I never met him, of course. He wasn’t there in that camp with the women.
         That terrible tent! The sand! The heat! My dear, you can have no idea! She was so very ill. I thought she would die.’ Her
         voice grew stronger in her agitation.
      

      
      ‘No, no, Miss Timmis. That wasn’t Clemmie. That was Mary. That was just before the war. Years and years ago. Clemmie is there now. Clemmie is well. Clemmie’s fine.’
      

      
      This, of course, was a lie. I had no idea how Clemmie was. I hadn’t spoken to her for three weeks, and the last e-mail she
         had sent me had left me anxious on her behalf. She talked of ‘difficulties’ and ‘problems’. She said she was well but that
         things were ‘not easy’. Sometimes, she said, she felt very alone.
      

      
      When I showed her message to Hugh, he had shrugged. ‘You can’t be surprised,’ he said. ‘You knew this would happen. It’s what
         you predicted when she decided to stay. The honeymoon is over, I would say.’ He wasn’t exactly reassuring.
      

      
      ‘It was called French Sudan, Emily,’ Miss Timmis was rabbiting on. ‘Her father was governor, you know. He was a most distinguished man. Colonel Barthelot. That was Mary’s
         maiden name.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Miss Timmis, but it’s Clemmie I’m talking about. It’s Clemmie I am going to see.’
      

      
      ‘I brought her back, entirely on my own. She was terribly ill. They were so grateful to me. It wasn’t easy; a dreadful journey.
         Travelling was so difficult. We were two young women – alone. War had been declared.’
      

      
      I gave up. Miss Timmis was working backwards through her life, and had reached a place where the long-distant past was more
         real and vivid than the present. I patted her hand and steered the champagne glass to her mouth, then signalled to Stephen
         to come and kneel beside her and listen to the flow. I had heard it before – this sanitised version of what had happened.
         It was a version that Beryl Timmis had concocted to ease the burden of her conscience.
      

      
      ‘I know,’ I said, soothingly, although that was the one thing I could never do. What she talked of was lost for ever in the
         passage of years. Deeds committed in a country as remote as any on earth, where the relentless sun and sand erased the trace
         of footsteps past and present, were never going to be understood or explained. Now we could only piece together the shreds of inaccurate and biased memory. ‘You did your best!’ I added comfortingly. ‘You brought Mary home.’ That I knew was
         true, and I didn’t doubt that Miss Timmis had acted unselfishly and with Mary’s best interests at heart.
      

      
      ‘Oh yes! I did! I brought her home! They said I had saved her. Her father was so grateful. He was such a charming man. A gentleman
         in every sense, despite being French. It was later, of course, when she was better, that she married Timothy Kingsley.’ Great-Uncle
         Timothy, the dullest man in Dorset if my father is to be believed.
      

      
      ‘Miss Timmis, Hugh and I are going back. We are going on Monday.’

      
      ‘Oh I shouldn’t do that, my dear!’ Miss Timmis looked alarmed. ‘It’s a cruel place, a hard place. Mary never wanted to go
         back, you know.’
      

      
      Of course she didn’t, I thought. She believed her lover had deserted her and her baby was dead. What was there to go back
         for? She gave herself up to a life of disappointment, to grey London streets, rain, a colourless sky and a boring English
         husband. Twenty years of widowhood found her buried alive in Over Crompton with Miss Timmis as her companion, but despite
         all this, and without her ever betraying her true feelings, the desert never relinquished its hold on her heart. Her request to have her ashes scattered there had astonished
         us all, particularly Clemmie and me, who were asked to carry out her wishes.
      

      
      It was Clemmie who had insisted that we go. I was more than reluctant. It was a wild goose chase, an old woman’s mad fancy.
         It was inconvenient and difficult; Mali was too far to go, too remote to get to easily, it was impossible to pinpoint the
         exact place, which no one had ever heard of and was not to be found on any map. Clemmie virtually frogmarched me all the way.
         And on the way home, mission accomplished and Great-Aunt Mary’s ashes dusting the sand in her chosen place, fate had intervened
         and our paths had divided. I returned to England with Hugh, and on the wildest and most romantic whim, Clemmie stayed in the
         desert to follow her heart.
      

      
      Does anybody remember much about their wedding? It seems odd that my conversation with Miss Timmis remains clear in my mind
         while the rest of the day passed in a blur, like a fast-forwarded film that occasionally pauses for a moment, before racing
         on. Lunch over, the rain stopped and the sun shone splashily, and our guests emerged from the marquee and stepped gingerly
         over the lawn to admire the view down the valley. This was apart, of course, from the Kingsley relatives, who knew the country
         like the backs of their roughened hands and would never bother to stand and take in a view unless it was to admire a covert
         that always held a fox, or have a look at livestock, or see how the seed was coming along. They sat on at the lunch tables,
         leaning back and overspilling their little gilt chairs, heartened by free drink and gladdened to think that my father was
         paying for it. Rumours of how well he had done when he sold off the herd and leased out the grazing provided an endless diversion.
      

      
      Our own guests, of our generation and mostly from London, stood in groups and eyed one another speculatively. Hugh and I hadn’t
         known each other for long enough to have shared friends, and this was the first time most of them had met. I saw Merry, with
         whom I work, laughing with Jem from Hugh’s department, and other unlikely combinations and pairings. There was laughter and
         jokes and later there would be dancing. My cousins were everywhere, entertaining themselves and everyone else. Someone was
         pushed in the stream, and someone else got on my father’s old horse and rode him bareback round the field.
      

      
      I saw Erica deep in conversation with Divinity, my cousin Will’s partner. Divinity is black and feisty and they appeared to be getting on like a house on fire. Erica liked an
         ethnic minority if she could get hold of one. Neil appeared to have had much more to drink than was permitted under the health
         regime imposed by Erica. For once, he looked less repressed, and had taken off his tie and was flirting with my most glamorous
         friend, Tabitha. Erica wouldn’t like that. Good old Tab represented everything she loathed, being white and well-bred, educated
         expensively, and utterly frivolous. Of the ghastly child, Matthias, there was no sign. With any luck it was he who had fallen
         into the stream.
      

      
      My parents sat with Hugh’s father and mother, and I could see that my father had worked his charm on my mother-in-law and
         her nervous, twitchy little face had relaxed and she was looking into his faded blue eyes and smiling. Aunt Ellen was talking
         to Hugh’s father about the first early potatoes. They were getting on tremendously well, which allowed my mother to chain-smoke
         and taunt the Kingsley relations, which was her favourite blood sport, and Uncle Peter to get quietly sozzled. Everyone was
         having a lovely time.
      

      
      These little tableaux are fixed in my memory, but I can’t remember much else. Someone from The Willows came to collect Miss
         Timmis and her wheelchair, and while she was being loaded up, like a horse being taken home from a show, I had a moment to kiss her whiskery cheek and apologise
         if I had upset her.
      

      
      ‘I’ll come and see you when I get back,’ I promised. ‘I’ll bring photographs for you to look at, and I’ll give your love to
         Clemmie!’ She nodded brightly and held my hand. She had forgotten all about our earlier conversation.
      

      
      If there was one person who felt lonely that afternoon, it was me. Has anyone else in the world felt lonely on their wedding
         day? I didn’t act it, and I made sure that no one could have possibly guessed, but Hugh, that day, seemed distant and preoccupied.
         He was worried about his parents and his friends, concerned about their bed and breakfast accommodation and their taxis and
         their trains back to London. He was worried about making a speech – just a short one to thank my parents – and there was a
         crease of tension between his eyes. We cut the cake, made so beautifully by Aunt Ellen, and he stood beside me, his hand over
         my hand which held the knife, but I felt no connection between us. He could have been a helpful stranger at my shoulder.
      

      
      It was a lovely day, a perfect country wedding, but there was a tiny thorn of disappointment in my heart, a stab of pain as from a little sharp stone trapped in a shoe. You know how the smallest stone can hurt way beyond what is
         merited by its size. Although I never doubted Hugh’s love, I knew that he wasn’t entirely mine. He kept back something of
         himself.
      

      
      I wished Clemmie had been there, I really did. I could have told her how I felt, and she would have understood. She could
         have told me that loving someone is not about possessing them and that wedding days are notoriously stressful and are often
         disappointing. Although Clemmie appears fanciful and über-romantic at times, she talks a lot of sense.
      

      
      The decision to go to Mali for our honeymoon was obvious. We would have gone back anyway, even if we hadn’t decided to get
         married. Hugh wanted to combine our time away with some field work amongst the Dogon people, because his long-term academic
         project is a study of animism, which attributes a soul to natural objects. It was through this field work that I had met him
         in the first place.
      

      
      When Clemmie and I were roped in by a clause in Great-Aunt Mary’s will requesting us to scatter her ashes in a country we
         had barely heard of, we found that the best way to get ourselves out there was to join a small group of travellers organised from London by Jimbo Trott of Trotts Travel.
      

      
      It was the first time that Jimbo had organised such a trip to Mali, and the others in our group of six turned out to have
         particular reasons for wanting to go there. Two of the party were East African safari types – Clemmie and I loathed them –
         who were keen to track the elusive elephants of Gourma that appear at certain times of the year like dusty shadows out of
         the desert to find water. They were accompanied by a trendy young photographer whose work was subsequently exhibited in London.
      

      
      Hugh’s interest took him in the opposite direction, to the great Bandiagara escarpment, the home of the Dogon people, whose
         ancient rituals and unique belief system were threatened by encroaching tourism. He spent his time blissfully happy and high
         as a kite on maize beer and other home-produced narcotics and, in his more sober moments, collecting vital data for his research.
      

      
      Now, eighteen months later, we both wanted to return. Hugh needed more time with his Dogons, working out the five known distinct
         dialects and trying to record some of the oral history that was so rich in strange mythology. I was happy to help him with
         all of this, but most of all I wanted the opportunity to find Clemmie, whom I had left behind with such apprehension and about whom I was growing
         so concerned.
      

      
      This time we were travelling independently, using the driver and guide who had looked after us on our first trip, and we were
         going in the company of Will, my eldest and favourite cousin, and his girlfriend, Divinity. It might seem odd to be taking
         other people along on our honeymoon, but I was glad they were coming. It meant that I didn’t have to travel into the desert
         on my own while Hugh was working in Dogon country, and Will was just as keen as I was to re-establish contact with his sister.
         It was an adventure we were going on and I was glad of their company. There is safety in numbers, it seemed to me, and Will
         is a special sort of person.
      

      
      When we were growing up, he was the leader of the pack and we deferred to his judgement. It was a sort of hero-worship, because
         he is one of those rare, effortlessly perfect people. He is tall and good-looking and athletic and clever. When he was a boy,
         he won a scholarship to Bryanston and was a bit of star there too. He got heavily into music and drama, and even had a play
         he had written broadcast on Radio 4 when he was still at school.
      

      
      
      It was obvious from early on that he wouldn’t go into farming, and it can’t have surprised Uncle Peter and Aunt Ellen that
         after university he started work as a humble runner in a documentary film company. So far he had worked on a touching exposé
         of homesick European field workers, sitting in their bedsits in Peterborough, missing their forests and mushrooms and mothers
         with their pans of soup, and another about how greyhounds are chucked out when they are finished with racing. He arranged
         special screenings in Dorchester and there wasn’t a dry eye among the Kingsleys who flocked to see what one of their tribe
         who had strayed off the land had got up to now. They could relate to homesickness, being so attached to their bit of Dorset
         and feeling ill at ease and foreign if they strayed into the next county.
      

      
      The dog film was right up their street, too. Traditionally they exchanged Christmas cards to benefit dog rescue trusts, and
         they rarely felt as charitable about the plight of humans unless they were Injured Jump Jockeys.
      

      
      Going back to Mali with Will was almost as good as going the first time with Clemmie. We were made of the same timber, my
         dad would say, and cut from the same cloth. He would be a great travelling companion, with his interest in people and how they lived their lives, in a quite different way from Hugh, who thought of
         people in terms of scientific data. Divinity would be fun as well. She was the sort of girl who had her own original take
         on most things. We would get on like a house on fire.
      

   



      
      
      Divinity

      
      I SOMETIMES ASK MYSELF how I got involved with the Kingsley lot. They’re, like, as far removed from my own family as it’s possible to be, and going
         down to their Dorset stronghold is like visiting a foreign country.
      

      
      I met Will when we were both students in London. He was doing an MA in English at university, and I was at art school – the
         first person in my family ever to go on to further education. Because I liked clothes and fashion, my mum had assumed I’d
         be happy to leave school and get a job in a shop on Oxford Street. She wanted me to be out there earning money. She wasn’t
         keen on the student thing. Where’s it going to lead? she used to ask me. Show me white girls who want to wear black fashion?
         She’s the most racist person I know, my mum.
      

      
      I came across Will when we both worked in a bar in the evenings. I was in my final year and had started making bespoke handbags that featured in my friends’ end-of-year shows, and at London Fashion Week. He lent me money and helped
         me launch my business and we’ve been together ever since.
      

      
      In London our differences aren’t so obvious. Will comes to visit my mum in Mile End, where I grew up. The block of council
         flats isn’t anything special. It’s not on a sink estate; if anything, the area has gone up in the world lately, and intends
         to go into orbit with the Olympics round the corner, but you still notice the litter, the broken lifts, the boarded-up doors,
         the metal screens across shop windows. It’s poor London, that’s all.
      

      
      My mum’s family are from Jamaica. My dad came from Senegal. He left not long after I was born and Mum brought me up on her
         own. Later she found a new man or two, or three, and my half-brother, Giraldo, was born. He’s sixteen now and causes us a
         lot of worry. Mum works as a care assistant in a hospital and does long hours and night shifts, and God only knows what Gira
         is up to.
      

      
      My mum loves Will. She can’t get enough of him, because he’s tall and white and has a posh voice. He makes her scream with
         laughter. She likes his old-fashioned manners and she loves him for loving the food she makes. He rings her up and says, ‘Eloise, I’m dreaming of salt fish and butter beans!’ and she says, ‘You just get
         your butt over here and your dream come true!’
      

      
      The Dorset scene came as a bit of a shock to me. I’m not from a background of landowners. A scrubby patch in Jamaica with
         a goat on it and a couple of growbags on a strip of balcony is more my thing, although Mum’s put her name down for an allotment.
         I can’t get my head round standing at the window of Will’s old bedroom at his dad’s farm and knowing that everything I can
         see belongs to his family.
      

      
      His dad still farms it, too. He goes to bed drunk every night but gets up in the morning cold sober. He doesn’t sit in an
         office all day working out subsidy payouts; he gets out there in his rubber boots and his overalls and does the work, as hard
         as my ancestors worked on the plantations. ‘He works like a black,’ someone in the family once told me, and blushed when they
         realised what they’d said. ‘Believe me, he works a bloody sight harder,’ I said, no offence taken. He has one young guy to
         help him and an old bloke called Ivan who has lived in the cottage by the church all his life. They talk about the old days
         all day long and then go down to the pub together in the evening.
      

      
      
      Will’s brother, Jake, is champing at the bit to take over, but he’s still at agricultural college, learning how to do everything
         the modern way and leaning towards organic methods, which his dad calls mumbo-jumbo. Remembering me, he corrects this to muck
         and magic. Jake’s future is mapped out, and this makes me think, sadly, of Gira, who has no future that I can see, unless
         he kicks himself up his own arse, like I had to do.
      

      
      Emily and Hugh’s wedding was okay. I was the only black person there, but I’m used to that in Dorset. I’m treated quite politely,
         like an exotic specimen, and Will gets his ribs nudged by his male relatives, who are as randy as old billy goats. They think
         I’m hot because I have a typical African figure with large boobs and a jutting bum you could stand a teapot on. Next to their
         horse-faced women, I can see what they mean. One of them told me his wife was so hard and thin it was like going to bed with
         an iron railing.
      

      
      Emily looked lovely, considering she doesn’t care much about clothes, and isn’t really interested in fashion. She’s the sort
         of girl who puts comfort before anything else. She had chosen a plain wool dress and jacket, with her lovely dark glossy hair
         loose and natural. I had made her bag – a little heart-shaped clutch in raspberry-pink leather with a pale green leaf on the
         front. It was a spring bag for a spring wedding, and in my view it lifted her whole outfit and made it special.
      

      
      Hugh’s a nice guy. I like Hugh. He’s tall and thin and looks a bit intense and serious, but he’s good fun when you get to
         know him. He’s quite shy and quiet and I guess the whole wedding thing was an ordeal for him. Afterwards, at the reception,
         he looked distracted, as if he wished he wasn’t there. Socially, he’s not very at ease. In a big, loud group he looks trapped,
         as if he’s turned up at the wrong party and can’t find the way out. Emily fusses about him like a mother hen, watching him
         with anxious eyes. It’s at quiet moments, when they are away from other people, that you can see they love each other.
      

      
      It was cool to be going to Mali with them. Will loves West African music and was researching for a documentary film about
         the rise of Islamic schools in Britain. Some of the oldest madrasas are in Mali, apparently, and he wanted to take a look
         at them. I wanted to discover the fabulous textiles and jewellery. There was a lot to interest us. We would give Emily and
         Hugh plenty of space. We wouldn’t get in their way.
      

      
      Clemmie was going to be the problem, I could see that. Will and Emily were worried about her. They seemed to think she was
         in trouble. Frankly, I wasn’t surprised that this business she’d got herself into was turning sour. Running off with a Tuareg tribesman is a typical Clemmie
         stunt. She’s been indulged all her life. Maybe she had discovered for the first time what real life is all about.
      

      
      There might be a touch of jealousy here, I am honest enough to admit. Clemmie grew up adored by her band of brothers. They
         all talk about her like she is a princess. I’ve never had any of that. I grew up on my own, and learned to be tough. No one
         told me I was wonderful, and although Mum has three sisters who live round the corner on the same estate, my cousins were
         more likely to kick my face in than play with me. Everything I did, I did on my own. Staying on to do A levels set me further
         apart, and going to college was a struggle for me. Even my mum told me I had airs and graces. There was a lot of ‘Who do you
         think you are, madam?’ Oh, yes, she was proud when I made it, and everyone was congratulating her on having a successful daughter,
         but there wasn’t much encouragement on the way. There wasn’t much belief in me.
      

      
      Clemmie, on the other hand, didn’t do much that I could see, despite all the advantages she had been given. She drifted about doing crap jobs, trying to decide what she wanted to be when she grew up. I don’t have any patience with that.
      

      
      What gets to me about her is that she’s effortlessly good at things in a vague sort of way. I noticed at once that she has
         a real eye for clothes and fashion, for instance. She roots about in a charity shop and emerges looking right on, in her own
         style. She can draw and paint but has never bothered to make anything of it. I’m not saying she’s lazy, but she’s never applied
         herself to anything worthwhile.
      

      
      To be fair, I don’t know her that well. Before she went off to Africa, our paths didn’t cross much, and when they did, she
         was lovely to me, in that special way she has, when she makes you feel as if you are the only person who matters to her in
         the whole world. I was resistant to her charm. I don’t fall for that kind of thing. I don’t do sweet. Will loves her, though,
         so I keep my mouth shut.
      

      
      Will and I had a few days in Paris in February getting the visas sorted out. I had never been there before and it was exciting
         for me – an overdue visit to the fashion capital of the world. We stayed at a two-star hotel on the Left Bank and wandered
         around the cold streets for two days while the Malian Embassy sat on our passports. Fog hung over the Seine and crept under the beautiful bridges. The city was lit with hundreds of white lights. It was very beautiful, but I felt uncomfortable
         there.
      

      
      I missed the noise and clamour of dirty old London, and there were few black people in the cafés and restaurants, although
         there were plenty pushing brooms down the streets in the early mornings or changing the linen in our hotel.
      

      
      It was the same in the art galleries Will took me to. Hardly a coloured person to be seen. ‘Where are they all?’ I asked him.
         ‘Where is France’s colonial past?’
      

      
      ‘Well, not in this part of Paris,’ he told me. ‘It would be like walking down New Bond Street or going to the Tate and wondering
         where people like your mum and her sisters were. People stay in their neighbourhoods, don’t they? They stay where they feel
         comfortable.’ Yeah, well, I could see this was true, but it didn’t make me feel that Paris was a welcoming place.
      

      
      ‘Paris doesn’t welcome anybody,’ said Will. ‘It’s not that sort of city. It doesn’t have to. It’s beautiful enough not to
         have to bother.’
      

      
      The embassy was weird. We walked all the way there, right under the Eiffel Tower, to an expensive-looking neighbourhood where
         there was nobody about on the streets at all. Everything seemed to go on behind high courtyard doors that looked as if great horse carriages had once swept through with bewigged and powdered aristocrats off
         to the ball, while the peasants starved. The embassy had such a door, which was firmly closed without a knocker or a bell
         or even a handle on the outside. There was a handwritten notice pinned to it saying ‘Closed’. Will had looked up opening hours,
         and it should have been open, so he telephoned the embassy number and eventually a dozy voice answered and said we should
         come back at three o’clock.
      

      
      We found somewhere to have lunch, and I watched amazed as stick-thin girls, with their little silk scarves tied round their
         necks and their neat little handbags at their feet, ate plates of stuff like braised kidneys, and fat steaming sausages on
         heaps of potatoes.
      

      
      When we went back to the closed door at three o’clock, one side of it was open, and we stepped through into a courtyard at
         the far end of which was another open door into an office. Two large black women sat behind a desk, arguing quietly about
         something, not in French. They didn’t look at us, even when we were standing right in front of them, waiting to be noticed.
         They were both magnificent in their way, big-boned, fleshy, with haughty faces and wearing fabulous printed dresses and matching
         turbans.
      

      
      
      ‘Excuse me!’ said Will, laying our four passports on the desk. The women hardly gave us a glance. Evidently we had to wait
         until they were ready. Then one of them looked across at me and said something to her colleague. She glanced at me with sudden
         interest and then idly picked through our passports until she found mine. They studied my photo and the personal information
         on the back pages.
      

      
      ‘American?’ said one of them.

      
      ‘No! British! Look, UK.’

      
      ‘West African,’ they agreed, nodding their turbaned heads together.

      
      ‘Yeah, well maybe, somewhere in the past.’ I wasn’t going to tell them about my dad. I didn’t know anything about him anyway,
         the bastard.
      

      
      Through an open door behind where they sat, on which there was a tattered poster for Air Afrique, I could see an inner room
         with eighteenth-century panelling, long shuttered windows, a high moulded ceiling and a beautiful tiled floor. It looked as
         if at any moment bewigged gentlemen and ladies might appear to dance a quadrille, but instead there was a cane chair with
         a broken seat and an electric kettle sitting on the tiles and an upturned child’s stroller. The place had a makeshift and
         temporary air, as if squatters had moved in.
      

      
      
      One of the women turned to search slowly through a cardboard box behind her, and produced some fuzzily printed forms.

      
      ‘Fill in here. You have photographs? You pay fee now.’

      
      ‘Yes, yes, we do. We will!’ said Will, glad to be making progress. By their offhand manner, these two made it seem that getting
         into Mali was at their behest.
      

      
      It took ages to fill in the forms for four of us, and when we had finished, the two grandes dames weren’t to be hurried either.
         Languorously, with long-fingered, slender hands, they shifted through the paperwork and counted out our pile of euro notes,
         then said, ‘Tomorrow. You come back tomorrow. Same time.’
      

      
      ‘Ten o’clock,’ said Will, emphatically, ‘You open at ten.’ He flicked open his guidebook at the appropriate page. They shook
         their heads.
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow. Same time.’ There was no arguing with them. It would mean we would be cutting it fine to catch our Eurostar train
         back to London. We would have to bring our bags with us and take a taxi straight to the Gare du Nord.
      

      
      The women had now lapsed into their own language again and were looking across at me and Will and laughing quietly. Whatever
         they were saying, there was something mocking or suggestive in their interest in us.
      

      
      
      ‘Heh!’ I said. ‘What’s so funny?’ Will looked embarrassed. He thought I was going to make a scene.

      
      They shrugged, and rolled their shoulders, pretending they didn’t understand English. Maybe they didn’t, I don’t know, but
         the whole experience was weird and made me uncomfortable. I was glad to walk away and out of the courtyard to the street.
      

      
      ‘What was it with them?’ I asked Will. ‘It didn’t feel exactly like welcome to Mali!’
      

      
      ‘Embassies always seem to employ the most congenitally unhelpful people to staff their visa counters. I’ve come across it
         loads of times. It’s rarely a reflection of the friendliness of the country itself, thank goodness.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm. Let’s hope not.’

      
      When we went back the next day, our passports lay on the table ready for us, held together by a thick rubber band. Behind
         the counter, very black and handsome, sat a beaming man, with a rumbling voice and a booming laugh. He jumped up to shake
         our hands. ‘Welcome to Mali!’ he greeted us. There was no sign of the women, and the atmosphere today was brisk and professional.
         Our taxi was waiting for us outside and we were on our way in a matter of minutes.
      

      
      I checked the visas when we were safely on the train. They were beautifully written in curly writing in green ink and accompanied by a fine, imposing stamp. I noticed that Hugh’s passport was almost full. He had travelled all over the
         world as far as I could see. Emily’s was empty apart from her Malian visa for her last trip, when she and Clemmie had been
         accompanied by their great-aunt Mary’s ashes.
      

      
      As flat northern France swept past the window, I thought of how I had made a little bag in the shape of a pug dog in which
         to transport the dusty remains. It was quite an inspiration, because pugs were Great-Aunt Mary’s favourite dogs, and they
         come pretty much bag-shaped.
      

      
      Great-Aunt Mary had left two pugs behind when she died, and they had gone to Emily’s parents’ farm and were both dead within
         a few months, the girl dog of natural causes and Pugsy, the rather disgusting, wheezy boy, knocked over by a car in the lane
         when he was taking himself out for a walk.
      

      
      He’d set off on his bandy legs in search of a farm collie bitch on heat, according to Emily’s mother. ‘Serves him right!’
         she said. She can be tough, Emily’s mum. I sometimes think that Emily can’t have had that much of an easy time when she was
         growing up. I can identify with her in that way.
      

      
      The ashes scattered, the dogs’ going should have been like the end of the story, given that Great-Aunt Mary wasn’t even a blood relative; but it wasn’t, or we wouldn’t have
         been on our way back to Africa. What had seemed like the end was really a beginning.
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