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

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

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

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

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

				Hélène Cixous
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				1947

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

				Darling Parent-Birds . . .

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

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

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

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

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

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

				‘Shoot him? Of course not.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				A huge urn hissed on the counter.

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

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

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

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

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

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

				India! India had saved her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				Gosh, she’d been miles away.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				Felicity Davies.

				Mrs William Sutherland.

				Flo.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				She followed him out across the cool marble floor.

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

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Part One

				Rain, Hens, Mud

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				‘I think that’s it, zur.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				‘We’ll soon make it a home.’

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

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

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

				‘Like the three bears,’ said Flo brightly.

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

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

				‘Tik hai?’

				‘Tik hai, sahib!’

				‘Will?’

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

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

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

				Freddie was starting to grizzle.

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

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

				‘I’m hungry!’

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

				‘I should say so,’ said Baba.

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

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

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

				She must have been mad.

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

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

				‘What a hoot!’ said Baba.

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

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

				‘Just about.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				‘Chin up.’

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

				‘Pickfords!’

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

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

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

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

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

				‘Flo? Where do you want the mirror?’

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

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

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

				‘Hold on a minute.’

				‘I’m starving!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				Of course, Flo should be eternally grateful to her.

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

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

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

				She’d have to get help: perhaps she could put up a notice in the post office window. No good putting an ad in the Lady – no one with any sense would come down and put up with somewhere so primitive, it would have to be somebody local, some good strong Devon girl who was used to it all. Mother’s help needed for busy farmer’s wife. Never, in all her born days, had she thought she’d be that.
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