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Chapter One

Josh Meets Caroline

Josh meets Caroline in a shared student house in London. The time is late 1970s so everyone in the house looks hideous. That’s everyone except for Caroline, but she doesn’t live there. Not yet. All the men have got too much hair, which tends to come lank, matt and flecked with dandruff. The women wear floaty purple cheesecloth things – either cropped floaty purple things, worn over flared jeans, or full-length floaty purple things that go from shoulder to ankle. Josh remembers this as the Purple Time.

The women also have lots of hair, long, lank and drooping from centre partings, but theirs has less dandruff since it’s better cared for. Josh, like all the others, has too much hair, but because his is so curly it looks shorter. He wishes it would grow in a Jimi Hendrix fuzz but because his curls are looser the effect is more Harpo Marx, except that it’s red. Josh’s hair, in his youth – in the Purple Time – is a dark, chestnut red. And, since facial hair for men is more or less obligatory, he discovers that his beard and moustache grow in an interesting speckle of red, black and white, like the chalks in a Watteau drawing. His work on the evolution of the clown has caused him to look at Watteau drawings. Whenever he sees photographs of himself these days, twenty years on, in the ‘now’ time – that is to say, 1995 – he thinks it is he who looks like a clown, but then everyone looks pretty weird. Except for Caroline.

Josh is quite short because his legs are short. He’s been told several times, by Greek persons, that this has to do with the Greek in him. That’s if ever he lets drop that the man who fathered him – a small-time crook, an unscrupulous, loutish ne’er-do-well, a man he never met beyond babyhood – was Greek. And his name isn’t really Josh, come to that. It’s George. Caroline always looks fabulous in old photographs, except that sometimes her head has been cut off. This is because she’s taller than everyone else in the picture. Caroline is blonde and six foot tall.

Josh meets her one Sunday morning when he trundles woozily downstairs wearing a long cotton tunic that comes from Tanzania, courtesy of his parents. Adoptive parents. He’s feeling the need for instant coffee and hasn’t yet surfaced properly, so his focus, behind his lenses, is fairly restricted. First, he takes in that the area of kitchen worktop around the kettle is devoid of its usual clutter and that his housemate Keiran’s saucer of squeezed-out reusable tea bags is no longer in evidence. There’s a nice corner-bakery smell that has taken over from the odour of dustbin and then when he looks up, widening his range, he sees that there’s a blonde Amazon standing at the sink with her back to him and that she’s wearing big yellow washing-up gloves.

The blonde, from behind, has what looks like regulation long straight hair, only nicer, because hers has thickness and lift like curly hair that happens to be straight and for the moment she has gathered up half of it to the crown of her head, with a large tortoiseshell clip. The Amazon is wearing loose black drawstring trousers that hang on gaunt, jutting hip bones and on her torso she has the top half of a black bikini. The faint outline of her ribs is visible under the flesh and Josh can see that her spinal cord is indented slightly, like rope under the skin. Her shoulder blades are two beautiful, almost-rectangles, one just slightly higher than the other, that hold him in thrall. Her neck is elegantly long. Everything about her is long. Then she’s finished rinsing the crockery and she pulls off the washing-up gloves. Sensing Josh’s stare, she turns round. Grace Kelly sort of face, Josh notes. Broad cheek-bones. Squarish jaw. Widely spaced blue eyes.

He takes a step backwards, thinking, Oh my God, just look at yourself, would you? Morning dog-breath. A bloke in a dress. Where is your nightcap, Mr Scrooge? Where is your candlestick, Mr Wee Willie Winkie?

‘Hi,’ he says. ‘Excuse me. I’ll just get the kettle on. If that’s OK.’

It’s a whistling kettle that sits permanently on the gas hob, so it’s always encrusted with the grease that splatters from student fry-ups. Except that now it isn’t. The kettle is revealing itself as a thing made of gleaming dark-green enamel. Racing green, as it’s called these days in ad-man speak.

‘Something’s happened to this kettle,’ he says, staring at it hard, his lazy right eye drifting slightly outwards behind his glasses as he holds it under the tap, so that, for a moment, he sees two slightly overlapping green kettles, before the edges once again cohere.

‘I cleaned it,’ the Amazon says. ‘With washing soda. I’m Caroline, by the way. I’m visiting Tamsin.’

Ozzie, Josh notes. The girl’s from Oz. Love the vowels. A bit like home, only different. Diphthongs as monophthongs. It’s Josh’s drama school training that accounts for this tendency to see phonetic symbols dancing in the air when people speak. Josh is from Durban, but he’s been in London for a year. Everyone else in the house is English except for Tamsin, who’s Australian. Marty’s parents are from Jamaica but he’s been raised in Lewisham.

‘Hi,’ Josh says, ‘I’m Josh.’ Then he says, ‘It smells kind of different in here. It smells nice.’

‘Could be that I’ve emptied the bin,’ she says. ‘Plus I’ve got muffins in the oven. Fancy a muffin with that coffee? They’re just about ready.’

The muffins are made with bananas and a sprinkle of wheat bran, so they’re moist along with having texture. It’s quite a while since he’s eaten a muffin. The only approximation he’s managed to find in London is what he thinks of as a cup cake. Then there are those crumpet-type things called ‘English muffins’ that taste like ceiling tiles. Well, that’s until your housemates tell you they need toasting.

‘They’re called Seven-day Muffins,’ Caroline says, ‘because you make up the dough and keep it in the fridge for seven days, you see. Then every morning all you need do is take out enough dough for that day’s breakfast and pop it into a muffin tray. Bingo.’

‘Bingo’. Who the hell says ‘Bingo’? He wonders, Is the woman speaking tongue-in-cheek? Josh, whose mother – adoptive mother, that is – combined her professional life not only with political activism, but with large dollops of Yiddishe Mama, is familiar with basic cooking procedures, only he’s wondering, now, how on earth the Amazon has come by the muffin trays, not to mention the washing soda. Does she cart baking tins and household cleaners around in her luggage?

‘I reckon these should be called One-day Muffins,’ Josh says. ‘They’d never last seven days.’

‘You can make up the dough in larger batches and freeze it in seven-day portions,’ Caroline offers helpfully. ‘I could show you guys how to make up a batch for the freezer, only you’d need to get hold of some decent plastic storage boxes.’ Then she says, ‘Have another. Feel free.’

‘Tell me,’ Josh says. ‘Are you a being from earth? Or what manner of being are you?’

‘Come again?’ Caroline says. ‘I’m from Melbourne.’

‘I really like your clothes,’ he says.

‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘Actually, I quite like yours.’

Caroline is wearing the bikini, she explains, because she’s been sunbathing in the yard.

‘Before breakfast is the best time for sunshine in England,’ she says. ‘Only time, I should say. Most students miss it. They’re always asleep.’ Then, unexpectedly, the Amazon smiles. ‘Still,’ she says. ‘You’re awake, aren’t you? Well, sort of.’

Josh doesn’t yet know that Caroline has made the bikini from a paper pattern, along with the drawstring trousers, but being patronised by a beautiful, judgemental creature strikes him as quite entertaining. And being smiled on by her is an altogether pleasing sensation. It’s a bit like being smiled on by the Blessed Damozel.



Caroline is a graduate student at Oxford, she tells him. History. She’s been in the country for eight months on a three-year scholarship. That night she, Josh and Tamsin go to the cinema in Tottenham Court Road. They see Polanski’s Chinatown, with Jack Nicholson and Faye Dunaway. Then, within the month, Caroline has invited him to be her partner at her college ball. And Josh, who knows that he will never completely get over his passion for Hattie Marais, née Thomas – Hattie, his first love, his dainty five-foot ballet girl back home; Hattie, who turned him down in favour of Herman Marais, that loudmouth architectural student, that brawny rugger-bugger – is nonetheless both beguiled and entertained by Caroline. Beguiled by her grace and beauty; entertained by her remarkable spread of ability, which she combines so relentlessly with motivation. Caroline is quite simply Wonder Woman, and that’s in itself diverting, even though she herself is not a person with whom one can giggle and conspire. Caroline is not a ‘fun’ person and Josh is almost never really funny with her; not in the way he always was with Hattie. Caroline is not comfortable with what she calls his ‘clowning’. ‘You do it because you’re short,’ she says.

But then Caroline is such an awesome creature, so gaspingly prodigious, that Josh doesn’t really notice at first how much she is given to wrong-footing him. Or, combined as it is with that eager, early-on sexual attraction, it acts as a sort of come-on. Mistress Caroline Killjoy, with her repertoire of fabulous clothes. In her interactions with him, there’s almost always an element of put-down.

Caroline, even in her student days, is no mean cook. She knows the uses of coconut milk and cardamom pods. While her contemporaries are stuck with pulses, and tinned pilchards, and mounds of oily grated cheddar, she’s already making her own pesto with fresh basil that she grows from seed in flowerpots and her careful student budgeting allows for tiny bags of pine nuts and pecorino cheese. She has bought herself a stone mortar and pestle from a homeopathic pharmacy in Regent’s Street and she keeps it sitting next to her copy of The Crusades through Arab Eyes. She makes glazed fruit tarts. She makes a fruit mousse, mixing dried apricots, stewed and puréed, with gelatine, whipped cream and frothed egg whites. For Josh, she makes an airy angel whip, contrived from what she’s recycled from the college fellows’ discarded champagne flutes. Gleanings from the Warden’s garden party, for which she’d offered services as waitress.

Though Josh is shorter than Caroline by more than half a ruler, this doesn’t stop her from wearing four-inch heels to the ball. Caroline not only dresses beautifully, but she makes all her clothes herself, like a girl from the 1950s.

‘You’re kidding,’ Josh says, when she reveals that she has run up her own ball gown. Furthermore, as is the case with almost all her outfits, she has made it out of something else. Caroline, that night, is a vision of beanpole loveliness in a toffee-coloured Thai-silk dress with a wide V-shaped neckline that falls in papery folds from her naked shoulders, revealing small white breasts that have the gradients of shallow meringues. The dress is close-fitting and ruched like a festoon blind. This is because Caroline has made it out of a festoon blind that she found in the Broad Street Oxfam shop, just a stone’s throw from her college. And she’s honoured her undertaking to clothe her partner as well. She’s assembled the complete black-tie get-up from a retro-heap near the bus station and has, for a mere two pounds fifty, bought Josh a pair of Savile Row black shoes.

‘But how did you know they’d fit me?’ Josh asks in wonder.

‘Because I walked around in them myself,’ she says. ‘We’ve got the same-sized feet.’

‘But how did you come to know that?’ he says.

‘There’s was a “9” printed in your flip-flops,’ she says. ‘You kicked them off that day I met you. In the kitchen, when that kettle started to whistle.’ Caroline’s shoes are toffee-coloured ankle-straps.



‘Hey, but you’re a great dancer,’ she says, looking down into Josh’s Harpo curls, since his face is currently level with Caroline’s non-cleavage. And it’s true about his dancing, thanks to Hattie Thomas, his ballet teacher; his beloved. Not only the two years of lessons with her, but the time spent staging things together at the university back home. A sequence from The Indian Queen, inserted into that production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream; that little Pulcinella duet they’d used in their Italian mime. And right now, given his current studies in mime, he’s somewhat preoccupied, day by day, with various theories of movement. He’s been brooding on the idea that all emotion is movement; all about push and pull. I love: I pull. I hate: I push. The previous night Josh was pleased to find that he had woken from a dream about Jacques le Coq’s ‘Movement Rose’. The thing was glowing there, no longer a mere diagram, but a great luminous window; a rose window, such as one might see at the altar end of a cathedral, diffusing light behind his sleeping eyelids.

At 4 a.m. he and Caroline retire to her room, where they take off their clothes and wake naked at midday in a warm tumble of bedlinen. This is Josh’s first time in Caroline’s room and, waking seconds before she does, he takes in that the room is as beautiful as she is. Her cloud-grey trouser suit is hanging from a hook on the back of the door; a thing she’s made from old union-cloth loose covers. Caroline has previously told him that she got the loose covers off the back of a truck at the access to the council dump. Having noticed the fabric on a three-piece suite, she’d had time to get off her bike and rap on the truckie’s window, which caused him to pull over.

‘Help yourself, my love,’ he said.

Then there’s her black-and-yellow plaid coat, made out of an old travelling rug – from a paper pattern, Vogue Paris Original. It looks like origami and has one flat, plate-like white button that she’s picked from a rusted toffee tin on a market stall. Caroline has two pretty upright chairs that she’s pulled, minus seats, from a builder’s skip in the Turl. Having cut them new seats made from scavenged plywood, she’s painted them with oyster satin-finish and made them pillow-ticking box cushions to match her pillow-ticking curtains. Pillow-ticking, Josh reflects, is one of her favourite fabrics. He envisages that, one day soon, he may well be the recipient of a home-made pillow-ticking suit.

By the following October, she has made Josh a camel-coloured winter coat out of two undyed wool blankets she’s had sent out from Australia. Josh is lost in admiration, both for his girlfriend’s range of skills and that she should so often find her raw materials not only in skips and on market stalls, but in those unspeakably horrible second-hand clothing shops in which he can never find anything except crumpled mounds of dead people’s underwear and ugly polyester shirts that come with turd-brown swirly patterns and figure-hugging darts.

In between, Caroline spends long hours in the Bodleian Library, displaying more application than anyone else in the place, as far as he can see. She also spends time in the language laboratory with earphones, teaching herself Farsi. And isn’t it just like Caroline, he reflects – brilliant Caroline, who already has better mastery of his own two necessary research languages – that is to say, Italian and French – to go and choose for a subject something that requires her to learn a wholly alien language before she can begin to read the documents?

‘But it’s not an alien language,’ Caroline says. ‘It’s Indo-European. And can we please call it “Persian”? “Farsi” sort of erases the richness of the past.’

She’s working, he knows, on something to do with old trade routes through Persia, and watching her at it is making him feel that there’s something delightfully soft-option about his own PhD subject, which requires him to visit archives and theatre museums in Paris and Naples, along with making trips to the ballet and the theatre. Sometimes he goes to the circus and to the comic opera as well. The major stress factor for him is having to board that puke-inducing Hovercraft, which is his cheapest way across the Channel to France.

Caroline is suitably put-down about the area of his research.

‘It’s kind of a girl’s subject,’ she says. ‘Know what I mean?’



When Josh and Caroline decide to get married, it’s very much a youthful, spur-of-the-moment affair, sparked by Caroline’s discovery that her college will make self-contained accommodation available to graduate couples – that’s as soon as an apartment should fall vacant. It’s a daring and radical step to be taking, though each, with a little frisson of excitement laced with fear, is secretly thinking that a marriage, what the hell, can always be undone – that’s if things do not appear to be working out as they should. So they make a date with the registry office and plan a small party at Caroline’s college with twenty-five of their friends. Families are not an option, since Josh’s parents are decamped from Durban to Dar es Salaam and their pensions will not stretch to long-haul flights; especially not these past two years, when they’ve been funding Jack, their old housemaid’s son, through school.

They are fairly old for parents, in any case. Having never intended to have children, given the high-risk nature of their political commitments in the apartheid state, old Professor Silver was already over forty when Josh came into their lives and he has, of late, become quite frail. Both banned from pursuing their careers, the Silvers were eventually obliged to cross borders in the dead of night and, thereafter, to sell their property – disadvantageously, from a distance. Josh promises to send photographs when he treats himself to a five-minute long-distance call from a public phone box, during which time Bernie and Ida Silver, jostling eagerly for turns with the receiver, yell down the line at him, as if they were required to make themselves audible across the miles, without the assistance of technology.

Caroline’s mother, on the other hand, spry and just turned sixty, has already expressed her family’s unwillingness to make the trip. She has done so in one of what Josh does not yet know are her characteristically brief and poisonous letters.



Dear Caroline

About the wedding, what a surprise, it doesn’t sound much of a do. Dad will be much too busy to come and I’ve got my health to consider. Your sister as you will appreciate is much too delicate to travel all that way, especially now what with all her schoolwork it has become so hard for her, because healthwise Janet as you should try to remember has always been less fortunate than you.

Love Mum



Then she’s added a postscript.



When you send Janet a birthday card this year I hope you make it a special one, not home-made as usual, do NOT forget because this time it’s her sixteenth!! Quite a milestone, sweet sixteen!!! Mum



‘Oh well,’ Caroline says, sounding to Josh, for the very first time, a little less than invincible.

The letter is somewhat puzzling to Josh, because why on earth should one sister’s birthday take precedence over another sister’s wedding?

‘What’s the matter with your sister?’ he says.

‘Oh,’ Caroline says. ‘She’s frail.’

‘Frail?’ Josh says.

‘Yes, frail,’ Caroline says, beginning to sound edgy. ‘She needs to take care, that’s all.’

‘Are you saying she’s mentally unstable?’ Josh says, after a pause.

‘Of course not,’ Caroline says. ‘Of course she’s not mentally unstable. She was always sickly as a child, for heaven’s sake. Aren’t people allowed to be frail?’

‘Yes,’ Josh says. ‘But –’

‘Look. Stop interrogating me, all right?’ Caroline says.

The episode causes Josh a flash of memory that has to do with Hattie Thomas. The unfavoured sister. Another talented girl of his acquaintance who was possessed of a preferred sibling of whom she almost never spoke. Weird that he should have found his way to both of them. Weird that they should both be so reluctant to open up. Josh finds this impossible to comprehend; he whose adoptive parents spoke of anything and everything and usually over dinner. From circumcision rituals to the theory of surplus value. From Non-conformism in Adam Bede, to the trafficking of women. By the time Josh is ten years old, he knows that his own birth mother had herself been effectively trafficked; tricked into a proxy marriage with a sleazy gold-digging stranger.

‘I’m sorry, Caroline,’ he says. ‘But I hate to see you upset.’

‘I’m not upset,’ she says. ‘End of story.’

And that afternoon she embarks upon a birthday card for her sister; a labour-intensive and highly skilled affair; a pull-out concertina construction made of thick, antique-white etching paper with intricate cut-out sections giving a filigree effect. Each frame depicts a stage in her sister’s growing up. Janet at four with a new puppy. Janet at eight with a bicycle. Janet at twelve in a party dress. Janet, Janet.

Josh has never before been witness to this particular aspect of Caroline’s talent.

‘Christ,’ he says. ‘You’re not going to give that card away? Caroline, I reckon it should be hanging in the Tate. Anyway, didn’t your mother say not to send “home-made”?’

Caroline makes the envelope out of the same thick etching paper. He watches her address the envelope in her large italic hand. ‘Miss Janet Abigail McCleod.’

‘I thought perhaps if it was especially nice,’ she says. ‘I mean, the bought ones are usually so crappy, aren’t they? That’s unless you’ve got fortunes to spend, which, as you know, I have not.’



Caroline makes her wedding dress from five yards of cream-coloured crêpe de Chine that have been left behind, as an accidental bonus, in a small chest of drawers she’s bought in the Animal Sanctuary shop. She’s stripped the chest with Nitromors but not before encasing the crêpe de Chine in a linen pillowcase and putting it through a cold wash in the college launderette machine to remove a faint, rust-coloured fold-mark.

The day before the wedding party, Caroline sends Josh to pick strawberries from a farm on the edge of Port Meadow, while she bakes a ham and makes a vat of potato salad. She makes two large, buttery onion tarts and prepares bowls of tzatziki and hummus. She devises a way of poaching a salmon in the absence of a fish kettle. Having first rigorously scrubbed the small steel sink in the student kitchen, she places the fish within it and covers it with boiling water. Then she seals the sink with a sheet of baking foil, which she weighs down at each corner with a large baking potato.

Josh, who stays over with her in Oxford that night, discovers that Caroline has also made these amazing nuptial pyjamas out of a pre-war satin bedspread. Silver Hollywood pyjamas which she puts on the night before the wedding. Josh is knocked out by Caroline in the pyjamas. He finds them incredibly provocative and, with hindsight, remembers them as the high point of his marriage. She is like a lithe and slippery silver fish, and next morning, lying with his face in the crumpled satin folds of her crotch, as she sits, knees apart, hands around a cup of coffee, it comes to him that Caroline is glimmering; glimmering, like that disappearing dream-girl in the Yeats poem about the hazel wood. A girl who, transformed from a silver fish, then vanishes on the air. There’s that bit about the golden and the silver apples belonging to the sun and the moon. An old man looking back. His life consumed with yearning; with seeking out the object of desire, through hollow and hilly lands.

Josh, at that moment, does not know quite how quickly the hollow lands will hove into view, or that the hilly lands are just around the corner.

‘There was this beautiful quilted medallion in the centre of the bedspread,’ Caroline is saying. ‘I’ve kept it because I’ll maybe make it into a fire screen. For one day when we’ve got our very own house.’

‘Yes,’ Josh says.

‘I want us to have one of those little Victorian terraced houses that’s got a fireplace with pretty tiles and a garden with climbing roses,’ she says. ‘Two up, two down. That’s all. It would be bliss to decorate a house.’

Josh has had no thoughts, to date, on the subject of interior decoration and probably never will have, so in this respect Caroline faces a future of unimpeded freedom to pursue her own vision of homemaking, though he’s noticed that, between the historical tomes, Caroline keeps a stack of glossy magazines with pictures of bedrooms and gardens and bathrooms. These are items she plucks from around the back of a local hairdressing salon, which means they are always just a month out of date.

It has never crossed his mind before that such things could play a part in the life of a woman with a serious brain. The Silvers’ furniture, beyond Bernie’s remarkable over-large desk and his collection of interesting art works, had the look of having been chosen randomly and for purely functional purposes. And the art works – mainly local – had on the whole been gifts over the years, in repayment for endless small loans and handouts to impecunious black artists. Josh could remember Bernie once laughing in the face of a gallery owner who had paid a visit in hopes of prising a particular painting from him; a painting of three rusted shanties on a windswept Eastern Cape wasteland.

‘So it’s the fashion these days for the bourgeoisie to have a slum hanging in the house?’ he said. At the time he had no intention to sell, but in the end it was the sale of all the paintings that made paying Jack’s school fees possible.

‘And let’s have a dear little baby,’ Caroline is saying. ‘I mean, just as soon as we can. Actually, can we have four? I’ve always wanted lots of children.’ Then she laughs and says, ‘I suppose we’d have to make an extra bedroom in the roof? A “loft conversion” with a little spiral staircase. Kids would love a spiral staircase.’

‘Or a fireman’s pole,’ Josh says, who has not as yet considered having children; hasn’t quite got his head around the idea of being a grown-up himself, and he right now assumes that Caroline’s speaking of making babies is merely a form of pillow-talk, which is certainly having its effect.

But Caroline is quite serious, though she doesn’t question why. She remembers vividly being seven years old and awaiting her sister’s birth. She remembers a fistful of drawings made in tribute to the baby and her almost unbearable eagerness to push the baby in its new pram. But after that she has a large blank. Before Janet. After Janet. She has no conscious memory of being pushed out to the periphery; of being that small child who went through a ruthless withdrawal of maternal love; an experience that would have triggered her strategy of trying ever harder and harder – and, given her natural abilities, it materialised as a strategy that always paid off handsomely with schoolteachers and sports coaches and university lecturers. It paid off repeatedly with committees that gave out prizes. Essay prizes; art prizes; scholarships.

Caroline has no memory of when such strategies began. They are simply too much a part of the person she has become. And, along with it, she carries a strong urge to have a baby. Another baby. A baby to love and cherish, and to be loved and cherished in return. She has a need to go back into that blank space and fill it with hope and light, as people do in the case of certain dreams; dreams in which they urge themselves back in, because they are in hopes of changing the outcome.

‘A fireman’s pole would be good,’ she says. ‘I suppose I ought to get dressed.’

‘Don’t,’ Josh says. ‘Don’t get dressed. Caroline, will you marry me in these slippery silver pyjamas?’

‘Wait till you see my dress,’ she says.

‘Is that right?’ he says. He’s thinking that her hair, especially first thing in the morning, before she’s brushed it, is something quite extraordinary. Voluminous, like Mary Magdalene’s hair. Hair that grew and grew so that, all through the saint’s years of desert exile, as her clothes fell from her in rags, she was protected from exposure.

‘Think The Philadelphia Story,’ Caroline says. ‘You are going to love it.’

And then there’s the buzz of the doorbell. Someone in the street has pressed the buzzer for Caroline’s room.

‘It’ll be some dosser,’ Caroline says, sounding somewhat brisk. ‘You get the whole bang shoot around here. Old winos, young druggies, drunk foreign-student kids. It’s sort of like those buttons are all yelling, “Please press me.” Especially at 4 a.m.’ Then she gets up and leans out of the window. He watches her suddenly stiffen. ‘Oh my God,’ she says. ‘I don’t believe it. It’s Mum. And my sister. Josh, you’ll have to make yourself scarce.’ She’s already begun to gather up his clothes.

‘But why?’ Josh says. ‘I mean, we’re getting married today.’

‘Quick!’ she says. He can see that she is shaking. ‘Please, Josh. Go and get dressed, but not in here. Go to the bathroom at the far end, OK? Then come back in twenty minutes. But go downstairs and press the buzzer. That way they’ll think you’ve just arrived. And – oh Christ, Josh – please remember to shave.’



When Josh returns, sluiced, shaved and dressed, Caroline’s mother and sister are seated in the two oyster-painted chairs with the pillow-ticking seats; two dumpy, mouse-haired women who have the look of visiting the same hairdresser for a weekly wash and set. Caroline has evidently made the bed in haste, which is now playing host to a large suitcase, alongside which Caroline is perched. She is still in the silver pyjamas. Her mother is evidently in mid-flow, filling the air with down-home small talk, while Janet emits the odd whingeing refrain and looks perpetually down-in-the-mouth.

They pause, momentarily, in this symbiotic double act, to acknowledge Josh’s arrival and follow through with a brief shaking of hands. Then the performance continues, just as if he were not there. Mother is the talky partner, daughter the silent back-up. It reminds Josh of those Jehovah’s Witnesses who always come to the door in pairs. Caroline, he decides there and then, must take after her absent father because, while mother and younger daughter are remarkably alike, in neither can he see the smallest trace of his beautiful girlfriend. Of the two, Janet has the weedier handshake. Otherwise, she’s a clone. To take her hand is like grasping the body of a dead herring.

‘Yes, it’s a shame about Dad,’ Caroline’s mother is venturing. ‘But we decided on coming at the very last minute, so there wasn’t the time to make contact. He was off at work, as usual. Quite an adventure, wasn’t it, Janet? Coming to the UK. But, of course, we told Mrs Dodds next door, and she’ll have passed on the news to Dad by now.’ Then she says, ‘Mrs Dodds seemed quite excited, by the way – I mean about you getting married, but then she always did play favourites, didn’t she? She’s sent you a tea cosy, Caroline. It’s one she made herself, so you’ll remember to write her a thank-you note, won’t you? Just a notelet will do.’

‘Yes, Mum,’ Caroline says. ‘I will.’ Caroline, recent maker of scissor-work greeting cards and ruched, Thai-silk ball gowns.

‘We’d have got you something in the duty-free,’ the matriarch continues, but you’ll appreciate that Janet was much too tired before the flight. When it comes to stamina she’s always been so much less fortunate than you.’ Then she turns to Josh. ‘I hope you’ll call me Mum,’ she says. ‘I’ve always been very informal. I’m very easy-going, Josh. I take people as they come. I must say, you’re not very tall, now, are you?’

It appears that Caroline’s less fortunate younger sister was born with a cleft palate which was successfully treated in infancy, as was her childhood asthma. Other than that, there is nothing at all wrong with Janet, except for her markedly less fortunate personality. Josh can’t quite see the point of Janet, other than that she evidently exists to act as sidekick and backup to Caroline’s mother, along with offering that lady the means to induce guilt in her beautiful and brilliant elder daughter. In short, he finds his in-laws to be a couple of grotesques.

The mother has the daughter on a length of invisible string – both daughters, come to that – and she certainly knows how to sabotage the spontaneity of the wedding feast by constantly diverting poor, conscientious Caroline with what seem to him idiotic and spoilt-brat demands for special treatment. Janet is cold. May she please change seats? Borrow a cardigan? Move out of the draught? And how many eggs are in this quiche? Thanks but no thanks. Only one egg a week. Those are my doctor’s orders. And onions have a nasty habit of repeating on me. Not exactly the thing for one’s wedding night, if I may say so. Fish? No thank you. I’ve never been one for fish. As you will appreciate, I’ve never been a fussy woman, but fish has always been a no-no with me. Caroline, could I possibly have a smaller fork? A sharper knife? A riper tomato? Eton Mess you call this? I must say, it certainly looks rather a mess! No thank you, dear. Not unless it’s low-fat cream. And Janet can’t eat strawberries, as you surely will remember. Caroline, is this decaff? Sorry, but caffeine is not for me.



By nightfall it has become horribly apparent that the ghoulish pair have made no arrangements regarding accommodation and that Caroline’s mother is making it clear that it’s her daughter’s job to play host.

‘Well, you surely didn’t expect us to go traipsing about in the cold, looking for a hotel?’ she says. ‘What with Janet having one of her colds coming on, after sitting in all that draught. You do have a cold coming, don’t you, Janet? And mark my words, it’ll turn to bronchitis if we don’t take care.’

‘A-tish-oo,’ Janet says.

‘And aren’t the two of you “going away”?’ she says. ‘I naturally assumed we’d have the use of your room, what with us having come all this way. Whatever happened to hospitality? Not to mention the honeymoon?’

‘You see, Mum,’ Caroline says, sounding, as she has all day, both submissive and apologetic. ‘You see, it’s not the vacation yet and I’ve got my field trip to budget for. I’m going to Iran next term and –’

‘Well!’ her mother says, cutting her short. ‘I must say, it’s all been so romantic, it makes me want to get married all over again – I don’t think! I can’t imagine your sister making such a poor fist of things. That’s when her “special day” comes along.’

‘Josh,’ Caroline is saying in whispers as, together with a handful of friends, they are clearing up the party debris. ‘Josh, we’ve got to give them my room. After all, she is my mother.’

‘But it’s our wedding night,’ he says.

‘Oh never mind,’ Caroline says. ‘Look. We’ve got the rest of our lives together.’

‘Yes,’ Josh says. ‘But . . .’

‘Come on,’ she says. ‘It’ll be fine. I’ll work something out. You’ll see.’



And it is. She does. It all works out, because Caroline is nothing if not a prodigious problem-solver. Two of her friends, Sam and Jen, are an artist couple who live in a decommissioned red double-decker bus that they park in the field of a local farmer, just up the Abingdon Road. And Horst, the physics post-doc from Freiburg, has a two-person tent along with camping equipment. So the newly-weds bike out to pitch camp alongside the artists’ vegetable patch and bed down to watch a star-studded night sky through the lean isosceles triangle of the tent’s open access.

In the balmy summer morning they make coffee and heat up a tin of baked beans on Horst’s little Trangia stove. They watch sheep graze in a field. Caroline is in the slippery silver pyjamas and Josh is wrapped in a flowered kanga. Beachwear from his home town.

‘We’re having a honeymoon after all,’ Josh observes. ‘You are a genius, Caroline.’

‘Thank you,’ she says.

Then they go for a second cup of coffee, with Sam and Jen inside the bus. Both Josh and Caroline are enchanted by the bus, with its shiny metal footplate, which now constitutes the floor of the porch, and its ting-ting conductor’s bell, which is still in working order. The lower deck, now minus its passenger seats, makes a long kitchen-living room, while up the narrow winding stairs is an elongated, many-windowed bedroom with a tiny shower room. Sam has made a stepping-stone path from the bus to the farm track. Jen’s vegetable patch is bordered with tall sunflowers.

‘Isn’t this heaven?’ Caroline says and Josh has to agree.

Then they bike back to the ghoulish pair, who are up, dressed, and waiting for their breakfast with foot-tapping impatience.

‘About time too,’ says Caroline’s mother. ‘Don’t mind us, will you, Caroline?’

‘I’m so sorry, Mum,’ Caroline says and off they go to a café in Holywell Street, where – doctor’s orders cast aside – the matriarch tucks into eggs and bacon and toast.

‘And now you can show us the sights,’ she says, neatly placing her knife and fork at twenty-five past.

‘Yes, Mum. Of course, Mum,’ Caroline says.

‘If Janet feels up to it,’ she says.

‘A-tish-oo,’ Janet says.

‘You get a fantastic view of the city from the cupola of the Sheldonian,’ Caroline ventures. ‘It’s just a stone’s throw from here.’

‘No thank you,’ her mother says. ‘Not if it’s going to mean climbing umpteen stairs. You might be as strong as a bull, Caroline, but I think you might show some consideration for your sister.’

‘OK, Mum,’ Caroline says. ‘Sorry, Mum. What about a walk through Christ Church Meadow? It’s just off the High Street and you come out via a cobbled lane just opposite –’

‘A meadow?’ says her mother. ‘And what makes you think we packed our gumboots?’

It transpires that what the pair really have in mind is to dawdle round various retail outlets, acquiring armfuls of clothes.

‘This way we get the fashions a season ahead,’ says Caroline’s mother, doing a girly gaiety voice in the aisles of M & S. ‘Janet’s always had a really good eye. Haven’t you, Janet? And what on earth is that thing you’re wearing, Caroline – just by the way?’

Caroline is wearing her immaculate Levi’s with a simple white cotton top, delicately pleated at the yoke, like a cropped choirboy smock.

That night, since mother and daughter have plans to spend a second night, Josh and Caroline, once again, bike up the Abingdon Road. Then, next morning, the pair, whom Josh by now has inwardly dubbed the Witch Woman and the Less Fortunate, announce their intention of travelling by train to Aberdeen, in pursuit of a maternal cousin, several times removed; a cousin who has had no hint of her relations’ imminent arrival.

‘I don’t like to stand on ceremony,’ the Witch Woman says. ‘I like to be informal.’

‘A-tish-oo,’ says the Less Fortunate.

And then, at last, they are gone. And then; and then.



And then the Iranian revolution is happening. And then, alas for the country’s long-suffering progressives, it is taking an unfortunate turn. Bearded mullahs are staging public executions in sports arenas and city squares. Black chadors are transforming the female population into a flock of faceless crows – and Caroline’s research trip is, of necessity, placed on hold. Josh, meanwhile, has planned to spend the next five weeks in Paris.

‘Not to worry,’ Caroline says. ‘I’ve got plenty to be getting on with. I’ll make a plan.’

The plan she makes during his absence is somewhat unexpected and it casts a black cloud over his return. It also has the long-term effect of binding them grimly together. Because Caroline, unbeknown to him, has received another of those letters, and this one contains a bombshell.



Dear Caroline

I’m afraid we lost Dad ten days ago. He had a heart attack while driving back from work and just had time to pull over. I would have sent a telegram but as you will appreciate Janet was very upset and she needed me at home so it was difficult for me, you people should get a phone. There’s bad news as well because it looks like Dad has bonded everything away to his creditors so Janet and I will have nothing to call our own really. I don’t know what’s going to happen to us because Uncle Julius says he can’t help. He says we should sell the house and move to a small flat and that I’ve got typing and clerical skills and Janet is sixteen so we should both go out to work. But I’ve got my health to consider and Janet as you will appreciate is much too frail, she needs to stay on at school and get herself a higher education. After all, you had your chance at uni, didn’t you, so it’s only fair that Janet should have the same, that’s if her health will allow.

Love Mum



Again she’s added a postscript.



Dad’s health had been going downhill for about six months but I didn’t like to mention it on your ‘big day’. Do you have any photos, by the way, because Mrs Dodds keeps asking about it even though I’ve told her that it wasn’t much of a wedding. Mum.



So Josh returns to his London student house to find that Caroline is not at her Oxford college. She is billeted in his room. It’s his room, but minus any speck of dust and with his books arranged in alphabetical order. She has been there for a month. Having spent the first days of her husband’s five-week absence weeping for her father, she has then picked herself up, a little paler and thinner, and she’s embarked upon a plan. Caroline’s grief, as he observes, has already been converted into her own special brand of try-hard action.

‘Oh Caroline,’ he says, attempting to embrace her. ‘Oh my God, I’m so sorry. Oh Christ, why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve come back.’

But Caroline is from a family not much given to communication and, in his absence, she has taken some bold, unilateral decisions. Decisions that now appal him.

‘Jesus,’ he says, once he’s heard her out. ‘Just wait, Caroline. Wait, for heaven’s sake. This is all much too hasty.’

Caroline, without consulting him, has put an end to the sweet privilege of her graduate student life. She’s given up her scholarship and has got herself a teaching job in history and French. The job is in a small private school just outside Oxford.

‘The pay is better,’ she says. She has signed herself up to complete, concurrently, a one-year postgraduate Certificate in Education as an external student through London University. ‘The head has agreed to up my salary once I’ve got the certificate,’ she says. ‘She watched me give a lesson, Josh. She knows that I’m damn good.’

He has no doubt that she is good. She has withdrawn her name from the married-student accommodation list, for which, of course, they are no longer eligible, but she’s got some ‘good news’ on the housing front, she says.

‘Sam and Jen have taken jobs in Leeds and they’ve offered us the bus. We can buy it from them in monthly sums over three whole years and for only four hundred pounds. That’s incredibly cheap, Josh. It works out at less than twelve quid a month. Anyway, it’ll be such fun. Much better than some crappy breeze-block student flat with no garden and smelling of fish fingers. I need you to say you’re pleased.’

Pleased. Josh has been feeling really high these last five weeks and now his heart is somewhere inside his shoes.

‘Why are you doing this?’ he says. ‘It’s stupid, Caro. It’s too drastic. You’re upset. I can’t deal with it. I need you to slow down.’

‘It’s done,’ she corrects him. ‘I’m not “doing” it, Josh. It’s done.’

‘We should’ve discussed it,’ he says. ‘You should have told me.’

‘It’s done, precisely because I know that it’s our only option and I know that you would’ve tried to stop me,’ she says. ‘This way we can both live on your grant and I can give all my salary to Mum and Janet.’

Josh says nothing. Absolutely nothing. His life experience in the household of his adoptive parents has predisposed him to respect personal sacrifice as an honourable thing, and once again he’s amazed by Caroline’s ability to cut a swathe through every obstacle and emerge with workable solutions. Nonetheless, he has a queasy feeling that this particular solution is an insult to Caroline herself as an unusually talented person; a case of casting pearls before swine. But Caroline, as he’s had the opportunity to observe, is clearly devoted to her unlikeable mother and sister. And maybe unlikeable is an irrelevance? Maybe need is simply need?

‘I think it’s all a bit drastic,’ he says. ‘First of all, is it reversible?’

‘It’s done,’ she says. ‘Of course it’s not reversible. Josh, it makes sense. I’ve had my chance at uni and why shouldn’t Janet have the same?’

‘You got funded,’ Josh says. ‘And aren’t you quite a lot brainier than Janet? Caroline, you’re brainier than anyone I know.’

‘And you think that I should use my brain to abandon my mother and sister?’ she says. ‘They’re my own flesh and blood.’

This is true, he’s reflecting ruefully, and not for the first time. By some bizarre, inexplicable twist in that doubly twisting DNA, the Witch Woman and the Less Fortunate are Caroline’s flesh and blood. But then his own flesh and blood would be that pair of weirdos he’s never known and never much bothered about. The puny Greek fraudster and the catatonic convent girl. God Almighty, why should he care? It’s Bernie and Ida Silver who have always been his nearest and dearest – and they don’t believe too much in flesh and blood. They believe in the human race. And wasn’t little Jack, the housemaid’s boy, more brother to him than the wretched Janet could ever be sister to Caroline?

‘Look, Josh, I’m all they’ve got,’ Caroline is saying. ‘And face it, my DPhil’s screwed. I’ll never get to Iran. Not now. Both of us know that. This way is good. I’m fine with it. The world needs teachers. Who needs another person with a doctorate in something or other?’

There’s a long pause.

‘Caroline,’ Josh says. He’s thinking of the wonderful days just past that he’s spent poring over the set designs and the scores for Stravinsky’s Pulcinella, his hands clothed in archive-issue white cotton gloves. ‘I’m not giving up my PhD. I can’t. I hope you don’t expect it of me.’

‘Of course not,’ she says. ‘Go for it, Josh, please. If we live in the bus, then you can give up this place. Getting to London will be an easy commute for you and you’ve got your travel allowance.’

This is true. Josh has got his travel allowance, for which, mercifully, he is required to submit receipts. There is no way, thank the Lord, that this money can be spent on Caroline’s mother and sister.

And Caroline is right, as usual, at least in respect of the bus. The old bus in the Abingdon Road is a smashing place for two young childless people to live. Every morning early Caroline wheels her tall Dutch bike along the stepping-stone path and proceeds to the Woodstock Road, where she catches a bus to her school. Three times a week, Josh takes the nausea-inducing Oxford-to-London coach from Gloucester Green to Baker Street, in order to use the libraries, or to attend and sometimes give seminars. And Josh is lucky because, just as his research funding is being threatened by the decline of the rand against sterling, he submits his thesis and lands a job in the drama department at Bristol University; a manageable commuter distance from the old red bus. This time he buys a season ticket and commutes by high-speed train.



Four years into their marriage; four years during which she’s watched several of her same-age friends have children – Caroline, having kept it nobly to herself, is still harbouring longings to have a baby. She has sustained her family through her sister’s last years at high school plus two out of three years of higher education. So maybe the time has come? Janet, having been turned down for law school, will soon have completed a teacher-training course and will then be eligible for work. So Zoe is born, a dainty, easy baby with Josh’s chestnut curls, whose existence provides Caroline with yet another outlet for her creative talents, because, for all her parents’ pared-down income, Zoe is always beautifully attired.

Her jumble-sale Babygro suits have been dyed dark plum, or bottle green, or chocolate brown. Zoe has a quilted toggle jacket made from scraps of Liberty lawn and another made from the edging strips of a large Madras-check tablecloth. She spends her first months sleeping in an antique wooden cradle, rescued from the council dump – Caroline having first padded the interior with sheep’s wool gathered from the farmer’s fences, and covered the padding with sky-blue pleated silk.

Josh finds he loves to take care of Zoe on his stay-at-home days and sometimes, during her first twelve months, he takes her with him on the train to Bristol in a sling across his chest, and with a Moses basket in tow so that she can sleep through meetings and lectures, which she always reliably does.

They have even started saving to buy that little terraced house.

‘It’s all going to work out fine,’ Caroline says, on the occasion of Zoe’s first birthday, as they munch on celebratory slices of home-made almond cake. ‘You realise that Janet graduates next month? Then, as soon as she can get a job, it’ll make for one less dependant. And with Mum and Janet living together, they can share the household expenses. Plus my sister and I can start to share the cost of Mum’s personal needs.’

Caroline has moved on from the small private school to become head of history in a somewhat challenging city comprehensive. It’s a job that makes greater demands on her, but it earns her the extra money to place Zoe in the crèche run by her old college.

‘We’ve done it, Josh!’ she says. ‘We’ve very nearly done it! Say, one of these days – like in about a year – I could take a cut in salary and see about working part-time. Then we could have another baby. And, I mean – well – the bus is lovely, but it could be that we should try now for a proper house. I mean go for it right away, before they get even more expensive.’

Caroline, alas, has spoken too soon, since Janet duly graduates, but, after teaching for three days in a leafy suburban school, has seen fit to pack it in. The information is relayed to them via another of the matriarch’s letters.



Dear Caroline

This is to let you know that your sister has had to give up teaching. The children of today are so badly behaved there is no respect and Janet can’t be expected to cope with all the rudeness and noise. As you will appreciate she is much too frail when it comes to stamina, she has always been less fortunate than you.

Love Mum



This time there is no postscript.

‘Caroline,’ Josh says darkly. ‘We can’t let this go on. We have to fly there and sort it out. We have to blow a chunk of our savings. There’s nothing else we can do.’

Josh has recently agreed with Caroline that he should splash out and take a plane to Dar es Salaam – spurred on by Ida’s most recent letter, from which it has become obvious that Bernie is in serious decline. He suffers attacks of angina and has recently undergone a hospital procedure to improve upon his wobbly heartbeat. They have agreed that Josh will take Zoe with him to meet his parents, and both the prospective travellers have had their necessary jabs. Sadly, now he sees no option but to delay the visit to Tanzania, and to spend the money elsewhere.

To his relief, Caroline does not reject the idea.

‘But let’s give it a little bit longer,’ she says. ‘I’ll write and suggest that Janet try for some less demanding job. Maybe in a library? Just give me one more try.’

As it turns out, Caroline’s mother soon saves them the expense of buying airfares. She pays another of her unannounced visits, and this time she is toting a significantly larger suitcase. Josh is home alone with Zoe when he hears the ting-ting of the bus conductor’s bell.

‘Surprise-surprise!’ she says. ‘Well, aren’t you going to ask me in?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Josh says. ‘Come in. Take a seat.’ But his mother-in-law remains standing, as she stares out of the window. ‘Really,’ she says. ‘Can’t the two of you do any better than this?’ Then she tries her hand at humour. ‘And who would have thought I’d have to come all this way to see a sheep farm,’ she says.

This time she has no plans to take off for Aberdeen. She ensconces herself in the upstairs bedroom, while Josh and Caroline sleep downstairs on a camping mattress alongside the bus’s pretty pot-bellied stove. Zoe sleeps between them. Josh finds that throughout this time it is Zoe – his precious little Zoe – who keeps him safe from drowning.

On her first night, in a mood of ominous skittishness, Caroline’s mother has pulled out bundles of ugly canary-yellow hand-knits along with two polyester toddler frocks in harsh Mrs Thatcher blue.

‘Now you won’t forget to write thank-you notes?’ she says, going into a familiar routine.

Thank-you notes, Josh is reflecting bitterly, to Mesdames Blah, Blah and Blah. Etiquette lessons from the Witch Woman, who, in five years to date, has never once thanked him or Caroline for handing over more than half their income.

‘Now for the photographs,’ she says, with a wink. ‘I’ve got the video as well, of course, but since you folks don’t have TV . . .’

‘Photographs?’ Caroline says. Surprise-surprise.

Her mother’s pièce de résistance is a sheaf of professional wedding photographs that depict Caroline’s sister Janet, standing in full-length nuptial regalia beside a dark-haired man in a morning suit. In some, the bride is surrounded by a phalanx of female children in lemon bridesmaids’ get-up. There is one adult-size female, also in ankle-length lemon. In some, the couple are in the company of both mothers. One matriarch is in lilac ensemble, complete with lilac bag, shoes, gloves and hat; the other is in tangerine.

‘Uncle Julius gave her away,’ the matriarch says, before going on to produce what she refers to as the ‘informal snaps’; a stash of posed lovebird studies in which the bride has taken her shoes off and is dabbling her feet in a pond.

‘Gosh,’ Caroline says, visibly gulping down hurt. ‘You both look really great, Mum. What a fabulous hat.’

‘Well, you know your sister,’ replies Mrs McCleod. ‘Only the best will do. And, of course, Mark is a very successful accountant. Need I say more?’

The couple met at an evangelical summer school. The Less Fortunate, as it transpires, has been Born Again.

‘So how long have you got with us, Mum?’ Caroline says, but Josh takes note that his mother-in-law is suddenly very busy organising the photographs back into their respective envelopes.

‘Now, Caroline,’ she says. ‘My blood pressure. You’ll have to remind me to take my pills. Every morning and evening. Janet always reminds me to take my pills. And please remember that the doctor says I’m not to be upset.’



On day one of week two, Caroline’s mother, after haunting the bus, hour after long hour, wrong-footing Josh in Caroline’s absence and bearing down upon poor little Zoe in a manner denoting the unconditional entitlement of grannyhood, finds herself suddenly in need of retail therapy and orders herself a cab to Marks & Spencer. This is when Josh, at last, can seize his chance. He dives upstairs and falls upon the matriarch’s hand luggage, in which he finds a one-way ticket to London Heathrow. The Witch Woman, as he’s begun to suspect, has no return ticket. He also finds a self-help book entitled Codependent No More. On the flyleaf of the book, Janet has written a chilling inscription.



Dear Mum

I hope that reading this book will help you as much as it has helped me. It will show you why I need to cut my ties with you completly.

Best of luck and God bless. You will always be in our prayers.

Love Janet



Josh stuffs the book and the air ticket back inside his mother-in-law’s cabin bag. He is shaking so violently as he comes downstairs that he almost twists an ankle. He drinks a glass of water and tries to compose himself.

He checks on Zoe, who is happily engaged with a pile of plastic bricks. He seizes a red marker pen from one of Caroline’s jars.

‘Hold on there, Zoe babe,’ he says and he blows her a jaunty kiss.

He mounts the stairs. He reaches for the self-help book and opens it at the flyleaf. He makes an insertion mark between the ‘t’ and the ‘l’ in the word ‘completly’. Then he adds a bold red ‘e’. After that he goes downstairs to wait for Caroline to come home.

‘Oh poor Mum!’ Caroline says, when Josh tells her about the book and the inscription and the one-way ticket. ‘Oh my God, how terrible for her.’

They are speaking in whispers from the lower deck, because Caroline’s mother, having tired herself out, is now having a lie-down upstairs.

‘But we have to confront her about her plans,’ Josh says. ‘We have to know where we stand. Caro, even you would have to admit that we’re a little bit crowded in here.’

‘OK,’ Caroline says. ‘OK. Let’s talk about it after supper.’

And she sets about preparing a porcini risotto and a green salad made with lettuce and endive gathered from her vegetable patch, along with some young dandelion leaves.

As an unpropitious prelude to the imminent confrontation, Caroline’s mother, having picked out all the porcini mushrooms from her daughter’s risotto and arranged them pointedly in a ring around the outer edge of her dinner plate, then turns her attention to finding fault with the salad.

‘I must admit that when I’m offered salad I expect it to be salad,’ she says. ‘I don’t expect to find myself wrestling with a pile of garden weeds. Caroline, if I’m not mistaken, you’ve got dandelions in here.’

‘Yes, Mum, but it’s just the new leaves,’ Caroline says. ‘Try them. They’re really good.’

‘No thank you,’ her mother replies. ‘Dad always put dandelions on to the compost heap.’

Josh can suddenly stand it no longer.

‘Mrs McCleod,’ he says. ‘There is something I have to ask you.’

‘Call me Mum, you silly boy,’ she says.

‘Mrs McCleod,’ he says. ‘We need you to answer a question.’

‘Please, Josh,’ Caroline says. ‘Maybe not now.’

‘We need to get something sorted out,’ he says, and he clears his throat. ‘Have you decided to emigrate?’ he says. ‘Or do you have plans to go home? Either way, we need to know how long you plan to stay with us.’

In the extended silence that follows, Josh can hear the rise and fall of his sleeping daughter’s breathing. And, finally, when his mother-in-law speaks, it is not to him but to her daughter.

‘You haven’t been reminding me to take my pills,’ she says. ‘Janet always reminds me to take my pills.’

And then Caroline is reaching for tissues and soothing words as she gently helps her mother up the stairs.

It is an hour before she comes down again, by which time Josh is resolved.

‘I’m taking off for Heathrow,’ he says. ‘I’m flying to Tanzania. I really need to see my father – and I’m taking Zoe with me.’

‘What? Right now?’ Caroline says.

‘Yes. Right now,’ he says. ‘Tonight. We’ll go standby. We’ll stay about a month. I’ll take good care of Zoe – and you can trust me to bring her back.’

‘Yes,’ Caroline says. ‘Please. I know that.’

‘As to this business,’ he says, jerking his head irritably towards the ceiling, to indicate a certain person ensconced on the floor above. ‘You can sort it out in my absence any which way you like. Only I want her out of our bed and out from under our feet.’

‘Yes,’ Caroline says.



And Caroline does indeed ‘sort it out’, so that, once again, when Josh returns, he finds that she has made a plan. It’s a plan that he’s too worn out to query, given that his Tanzanian journey has concluded with a funeral – albeit a funeral with fabulous singing; African mission-school singing for a benign old unbeliever. His father, post-surgical procedure, had picked up a bug from one of his pupils; one of those activist Soweto kids who had made it across several borders. Then came the news that Jack was gone; vanished as if into thin air. Brilliant Jack, the housemaid’s son, who had been doing so well at school. These things made for a sufficient coming together to bring down a frail old man.

Josh and Caroline fall with relief into each other’s arms, with Zoe sandwiched between them.

‘I’m so sorry, Josh,’ she says. ‘I’m so truly sorry about your dad. But how wonderful that you could be there for him. He always sounded such a darling man.’

‘He was beyond being aware of much,’ Josh says in reply. ‘He’d completely stopped speaking. He’d even stopped needing to pee. Just a corpse on a bed, but somehow still breathing.’ Then he says, ‘Shall I tell you the one and only thing he said, all the time I was there? He opened his eyes and looked at Zoe. Then he said, “Beautiful baby.” He even tried to raise his hand. It sort of fluttered on the sheet for a moment.’

Both of them promptly start to cry. Their tears fall on to Zoe’s chestnut curls.

‘Thank you, Caro,’ Josh says. ‘For letting me take her. What I mean is thank you for trusting me.’

What he doesn’t say is how seriously he thought about not coming back; about packing it all in and staying there, on the east coast of Africa; how it had crossed his mind as he sat there on the veranda of his mother’s little single-storey house. The three of them sitting at one of those wood-and-raffia tables that African craftsmen sell in the street. A set with matching chairs; the whole roped in a bundle and carried on the head. There was a beaded-mesh cover protecting the milk jug. His mother was wearing the sort of period-piece apron that she always wore in his childhood. God only knew where she’d got it. Rickrack braid on the pocket, he noted, as she fed Zoe blinis with blobs of her home-made cream cheese. She filled his coffee cup and talked to him, as she had always done, about the International Labour Organisation, and the statistics for agricultural production and the need for speeding up the training of local paramedics.

She’s got so old, Josh was thinking. And her breathing isn’t great. And now she’s on her own. But she wasn’t really. Not on her own. As of old, streams of comrades came and went, day after day. And the kids from the nearby Lutheran Sunday School would go home via her kitchen, where she taught them how to make rock cakes and got them to do subtraction sums with the raisins. Ten raisins minus three raisins makes three to eat and seven to throw in the rock-cake mix. Then there was Liesl, the maid, who was roughly as old as Ida. The two of them were more like sisters. Intermittently embracing; sharing a little weep over the old man’s death. Interesting, Josh thought, how ethnic difference begins to leach from the features with age.

He noted that, while Bernie and Ida had transplanted themselves, what they had recreated around themselves felt much the same as before. He tried in his mind to put Caroline and Ida together; both with that resolute productivity. All that sewing and growing and organising. And yet. And yet.

Ida hugged him when it was time for him to go.

‘My boy,’ she said. It was all she said.

She gave him a cow-skin album pasted with all the photographs he’d taken during his visit. Most of them were of her and Zoe, or of Zoe with the Sunday School kids. One, taken by Liesl, had the three of them together. A couple were of Zoe with Liesl. Ida had added a few old photographs of Josh in childhood, with Ida and Bernie.

‘For the little girl,’ she said.

‘I was foul to you before I left,’ Josh says to Caroline. ‘I’m sorry. I was stressed.’

‘No,’ she says. ‘No. It’s OK. Look, Mum’s in a B & B, by the way, but it’s only for a few weeks. She’s been there since yesterday evening.’

Caroline’s ‘plan’ has been to put on hold their own intended house purchase and to buy for her mother instead.

‘She’ll be right on the edge of the city,’ she says. ‘We did a massive consumer survey and she fell for this brand-new little semi. The good news is that, because it’s so new, it needed quite a small deposit and the developer sorts out the mortgage. She’ll exchange contracts in about two weeks. It’s all going through very quickly. It’s using up nearly all of our savings, Josh, but I promise we’ll build them up again. And I’ll be responsible for the monthly payments and Mum’s allowance. You won’t need to notice a thing.’

Neither of them has the stomach to bring up Caroline’s previously stated intention to work part-time and have another baby, or to move out of the bus. Josh finds that right now he’s so wrung out that he’s completely beyond caring. He’s desperately in need of sleep. He’s home again. The Witch Woman is patently no longer in his bed. Besides, it’s not he but Caroline who longs to have more children. Josh is wholly focused on Zoe. He’s more than happy to have her remain as his precious only child.

‘It’s fine,’ he says. ‘It’s all fine, Caro. Just so long as we’ve got each other.’

Then he climbs the stairs of the old red bus and he falls asleep in his clothes.
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