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A stylishly written novel full of mystery and romance - a cleverly crafted mystery with a coming of age feel to it. It's the sort of book a book club would enjoy, the sort that stays with you after you finished it; the sort of book you discuss over coffee and recommend to others. 

It's a bit of a gem. Enjoy! 

The Wishing Shelf Red Ribbon Winner 2021 

A wonderful love story in which the best of the literary heroines, Jane Eyre, meets Bollywood. 

I instantly loved Hema and thanked the author not only for creating her, but also for making her so 'normal’.

Sarah Ismail, Editor, Same Difference 

This Jane Eyre-inspired romance with an Indian flavour will make the perfect light beach read. Its more serious themes such as family loyalty, responsibility, and living with a disfigurement are woven around the passionate love story of au pair Hema, as she cares for five-year-old Amelie, in the South of France.

The Brown Bronte

An honest and insightful look at the impact of a tragedy on a family. A FINALIST and highly recommended! 

The Wishing Shelf Book Award 2020 for Where Have We Come
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Saz Vora grew up straddling British and Gujarati Indian culture. Her books are stories that make you think, for readers who like the multicultural layers of South Asian family drama, Bollywood style gatherings and lots of references to food. She draws on her upbringing in England and the layers of complexity of living with her Indian heritage and her Britishness and uses this to create stories to represent that people from a diverse community with honest and positive life experiences.

Saz’s debut novel in two parts was a finalist in The Wishing Shelf Book Awards 2020 and her short story Broad Street Library was long listed in Spread the Word Life Writing Prize 2020.

Please visit her website, where you can read her blog and sign up to her newsletter where she will share, missing scenes, recipes, playlists and all things book related.

Website www.sazvora.com

BY THE SAME AUTHOR

University Reena & Nikesh Duet

My Heart Sings Your Song Book One 

Where Have We Come Book Two
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All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Note from Saz

The spelling used in this book is British which may be strange to American readers, but NOT to those living in Australia, Canada, India, Ireland or the United Kingdom. This means color is colour. I hope this is not confusing and will not detract from your reading experience.

The Gujarati words used in this book can be found in the Glossary at the back.

MADE IN HEAVEN 

Copyright © 2021 by Saz Vora

www.sazvora.com

Author Photograph: Gulab Chagger

First edition August 2021.
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For Kamlesh and our sons, I am who I am because of your love and support.

To Hassy
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When I saw this girl, she seemed to me like... like a glowing ray of light

Translated lyrics from, ‘Ek Ladki Ko Dekha Toh’ Kumar Sanu, Javed Aktar – 1942 - A Love Story
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SOUNDTRACK

To enhance your reading experience, you can listen to my soundtrack on Spotify

Made in Heaven 
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AN ICY CHILL raced through my body as I focused on a pair of black beady eyes topped by shiny ebony hair. A memory stirred. Someone tugged at my pigtail, pushed me to the ground and laughed. My ears filled with the chanting, “Freak, freak, freak.” I stared up at a dark-haired boy, his hands grubby with dirt. He formed a fist, and then pain, intolerable suffering. My legs thrashed and the children moved beyond my reach. I instinctively raised my knee to push my tormentor away, and he recoiled and bent double, holding his groin.

Except the boy had vanished. In his place stood a portly Sikh wearing a royal-blue turban and a high-visibility vest that fitted a bit too snugly. An empty plastic sack lay by his side.

I glanced around, finding myself in a train carriage instead of on an open playground. I must have fallen asleep. I’d dreamed that same, awful dream again.

I stood up and put my palm on the man’s shoulder; his back curved as he nursed his wound. “Sorry... Sorry, Uncle.” 

He lifted his head. “No, no, my fault, my fault. I scared you, puttar.” He pulled himself up, tentatively, and reached for the bag. I apologised again.

He held up his hand. “Yes, yes, I have to clean.” He pointed towards the next carriage.

“Thank you for waking me up, Uncle.” I yanked at my rucksack and overcoat, feeling sorry for the man I had hurt as a consequence of my nightmare, and flew out of the train. Jumping down onto the platform, I thrust my watch to my face. “Oh no, I’ll be late. You stupid, stupid girl,” I said under my breath.

“Wait. Wait, puttar.”

I swung back at the voice behind me.

“Your book.”

“Thank you, thank you.” I tugged the novel out of the Sikh’s grip and raced down the platform shouting, “Tusi great ho Uncleji, Sat Shri Akaal.”

***
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I FOLDED THE LETTER, put it back in the luxurious woven envelope and thrust it into my coat pocket. It had stayed in my job-hunting folder until I’d caught the train from St Pancras, and I’d resisted the urge to read it several times. But after the fright of being woken up and the build-up of dread in my stomach, I’d decided to read through the answers I’d pencilled in the margins again.

The job was to look after Amelie Amin, a four-year-old girl whose guardian, Rahul Raichura, was bringing her to England in September. If I got the job, I would be spending time in France until then, teaching her English.

At first, I’d thought it odd that someone who spoke Gujarati lived in France, but then I’d remembered watching a documentary about Ugandan refugees. When Idi Amin threw the Indians out of Uganda, many didn’t have links to India or the UK. The people were dispossessed, stateless, and so many countries across the world had given them refuge, including France. 

I peered at the tube map, counted the stations until my stop, then rummaged in my oversized handbag. The packed underground train heaved with people, their faces hidden behind brightly coloured images of a red steam engine and a boy with round, black-rimmed glasses. A greying woman with enormous spectacles that would have been fashionable in the eighties smiled at me as she stared at my book, leant forward, and declared, “This one’s better, don’t you think?” 

I blinked in surprise. On my previous visits to London, no one had made eye contact, let alone talked to me. Mini, my cousin, hated the capital city. She was studying medicine at Imperial College because Dennis, her brother, attended LSE. But she repeatedly mentioned how soulless the city was, how even her neighbour didn’t talk to her. She missed Preston and the friendly folk who said, “Ow do,” as you walked down the street.

I mumbled a response and looked down at my book. Harry Potter and I were kindred souls. My name, Hemanshi Pattni, or Hema for short, meant we had the same initials. I wore NHS glasses, and until recently, a flesh-coloured Elastoplast had circled the nose bridge. I, too, lived with my aunt and uncle in a quiet cul-de-sac. My dastardly cousin was named Dennis. And I’d spent a good portion of my young life in the cupboard under the stairs, until Dennis’s sister, Meenaxi, had developed Type 1 diabetes.

I loved Mini, that was my pet name for her. She kept me fed and cheerful, making up jokes and mimicking the two individuals who made my living at Beechwood Close almost unbearable. When she’d gone into hospital, my attitude had changed; I’d vowed to stop misbehaving and instead done everything my aunt had told me to do.

For a brief time, Mini became her mother’s favourite child. My aunt maintained a diary of her food intake, assessed her blood sugars, took her to doctor’s appointments. Life turned even more oppressive. My bothersome brother, Dennis, created mischief, and I lost the bubbly, happy sister I adored. Then Kalpesh Mama decided that Chanda Mami was treating their daughter like an invalid and insisted on taking care of all aspects of Mini’s health.

Dennis, who could do no wrong, regained his status as the apple of his mother’s eye and continued to create trouble for Mini and me. My cousin – his name was Dinesh, really, but everyone called him Dennis – gave me the first Harry Potter book as a joke. 

“You have a lot in common with Harry, H.P.,” Dennis said, as I held the book up, my eyebrows raised. 

My shoulders tensed with disappointment and anger. My present for him was an expensive pen, and he’d given me a book. It wasn’t my favourite genre, a stupid children’s book. I envied Mini and her mother, who both had jewellery to adorn their necks. But that was my family. The only person who showed kindness to me was Mini. My uncle, Kalpesh, preferred a comfortable life, and his wife, Chanda, would berate and harangue him incessantly if she saw him give me any affection. He reminded me of water, always finding the most natural path to travel. 

Another thing I had in common with Harry was a magical gift I’d discovered in the last term of junior school: languages. I had always picked up languages quickly and hadn’t thought twice about speaking Gujarati, Hindi, Punjabi and Polish. It was only when my form tutor, Mr Hodgett, informed me I had talent after I had achieved the highest score in the French test that I started believing I was gifted. 

Like Harry, I, too, had a scar from when my parents had died, but I hardly talked about it. Kalpesh Mama and Chanda Mami, my uncle and aunt, never spoke about that fateful afternoon. On the day Kalpesh Mama lost his sister, and best friend, and I became an orphan, my entire family perished, although Chanda Mami reminded me daily that I was lucky I had them.
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I STARED AT the map as I stepped out of Richmond railway station. The announcement in The Lady called to me. A summer au pair job usually asked for English-speakers with some knowledge of French, Italian or German for families who summered in Europe. But this advert was unusual. It wanted an English au pair with knowledge of French and Gujarati, and when I’d talked to the woman on the phone, she’d switched between English and Gujarati to make sure I was genuine.

I reread the advertisement.

French-speaking Au Pair Plus required to teach English to a 4-year-old girl in South of France. The family will move to England and need their child to understand and speak English. As an Au Pair Plus, you will work 4 hours in the mornings and do some light babysitting, e.g. pickup from dance classes, etc.

Full driving licence and good recent references essential. Knowledge of Gujarati language helpful. 

Richmond High Street was lined with boutiques and high-end coffee shops. I popped into House of Fraser to freshen up for the interview. The ladies’ toilet had a full-length mirror. A quick touch-up of lipstick; a full turn to check that the slate-grey smart trousers and long-sleeved royal-blue shirt I’d changed into from my torn jeans and old sweat top were suitable. On the way out, I ran through the cosmetics department, spritzing some perfume from the counter. Every summer since I’d turned eighteen, au pair work had been my escape from my aunt’s tirades. Last year, my full year abroad had made me realise how much I needed to distance myself from England and the obligatory visits to Preston. Being away had even reduced my nightmares.

The splendid Georgian-terraced house sat in a tree-lined square with Richmond Green – occupied by women, children and dog walkers – in the centre. I paused at the bottom of the steps leading to a painted red door, taking a moment to admire the face of the house covered with rows of tall windows. As I climbed the stone steps, I glanced down to the basement’s modest courtyard, bordered with flowerpots. Trepid legs carried me up to the front door.

A dribble of sweat rolled down my back as I rang the bell. I rubbed my clammy hands on my coat as the wait stretched. Eventually, a plump, middle-aged Indian woman in navy blue trousers and a carnation-pink silk blouse opened the door. She held out her hand. Gayatri Raichura’s layered shoulder-length hair parted to the side. Her eyes dimmed with sadness, yet her mouth smiled. She spoke English with the accent that only people who came from East Africa had. It reminded me of my mami’s friends, who looked at me with sympathetic eyes.

I inhaled. She doesn’t know about your past, Hema.

Inside, the smell of cut flowers infused the entrance hallway. An exquisite display sat like a squat deity on a round walnut table. Mrs Raichura asked me to follow her. The walls were painted in muted shades that only paint specialists could supply, and, as I approached the staircase, she took my coat and rucksack and hung them in a cloak cupboard.

“Can I get you some tea?” she inquired as we walked along a hall lined with a substantial gold-framed mirror and paintings of landscapes similar to work by Gauguin, Sérusier and Cézanne. I recognised a signature and shook my head. They can’t be originals, just excellent copies. Gayatri looked over her shoulder and frowned. Had I said that out loud?

The formal sitting room had comfy sofas and chairs in subtle shades. It was littered with little shiny wooden tables filled with small trinkets and photo frames. The late afternoon sun streamed through the French doors that led to a terrace overlooking the garden. My eyes darted to the photographs. I clenched my fists, fighting the urge to snoop. 

“Why are you desperate to get this job? Calm down, Hema,” I whispered to myself. I tried not to think about why I wanted to be in France, how the money would allow me to travel in Europe. How I would do anything to lengthen my time away from Beechwood Close.

Gayatri Raichura placed a silver tray on the polished coffee table and sat down in the armchair. “It’s English tea. Wasn’t sure if you drink masala chai. So many young people don’t nowadays.”

“I... I drink masala chai.” My words were raspy. I cleared my throat.

She leant across and patted my knee. “Don’t be nervous. It is only a formality. Your CV and recommendations are splendid.” She waited while I took a sip, then conducted the rest of the interview in Gujarati, asking about my hobbies and what drew me to work as an au pair in the summer. She explained that the girl, Amelie, had recently joined her family and that her son was the girl’s legal guardian. 

The telephone interrupted our conversation. I leant on the sofa, relaxing as I let go of my anxiety. Everything seemed to be going well.

“Hema, would you take this call? It’s my son, Rahul. He wants to ask you a few questions.” Gayatri held the cordless telephone out to me.

The voice was low and authoritative. “My mother tells me you match your impressive CV and references,” he said in French.

These people are thorough. My heart thumped against my breast, the tension travelling to my shoulders. The man’s tone made my nerves jangle; I had been too optimistic about getting the job.

I replied in the same language. The man on the phone emphasised that Amelie was the most important person in his life and that he wanted to make sure I understood my responsibility. I told him that none of the families I’d worked with had ever had complaints. Then he asked me a question which struck me dumb for a second.

When I responded, “I love it when my charges come to me shy and unwilling to talk at the beginning, but are confident by the end of the summer and don’t even realise they are switching from one language to another,” he seemed to relax.

“Bonne réponse. Je pense que ca ira pour l’instant, mademoiselle. Can you pass the phone to my mother? I would like a private conversation.”

I sat while Gayatri Raichura went into the corridor to speak with her son. The words – pour l’instant, for now – buzzed in my head. Did the family have other interviews lined up? Before arriving, I’d been so confident the position was mine. How many other people can speak both French and Gujarati?

Mrs Raichura returned and informed me she would call me later, the dimple on her left cheek no longer visible.

My heart sank. I haven’t got the job.

I had banked all my hopes on getting this job for the summer holiday and felt suddenly deflated, even though something about the way her son talked to me had turned my stomach. I rose abruptly, told her I needed to get to West London, and departed swiftly. Usually, I applied for at least three jobs, but after my telephone interview earlier in the week, I hadn’t sent the other letters off. I’d have to remedy that mistake quickly – I had made a promise to never to return to Preston ever again.

As I ran to the station, more sweat trickled down my back, my rucksack adding to the weight in my belly. I fumbled with my purse to find a coin and listened for the payphone to connect. 

“Hello, it’s me. Just finished my interview.” I tried to add some cheerfulness to my tone. A croupy sound came from the line. “Are you okay?”

“Yes... had to rush out of the bathroom. Congratulations.” My cousin Mini’s voice was breathy.

“I didn’t get it. They said they’d let me know.” Once those words fell out of my mouth, I was no longer upset, but annoyed. Gayatri Raichura and I had spoken on the telephone for an hour before the face-to-face meeting. She had implied that it was an informal chat to meet each other. I had even come down on the early train from Nottingham, the ticket dearer than the regular off-peak fare I would ordinarily have paid. My anger built to a crescendo. She never mentioned she would need her son’s approval.

I banged my fist against the glass. “What a waste of my money and time.” 

“Ouch... tell me all about it when you get here,” Mini said.

I squinted at my watch. “I won’t be there at six, I’m still in Richmond.” 

“Don’t worry; we don’t need to be there until eight. Hey, Hems, chin up, plenty more jobs in The Lady,” she chortled.

She was very secretive about what was happening that evening. The weight of the rejection lifted from my heart as I absorbed her excitement.
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MY COUSIN LIVED in a house at the end of a row of semi-detached townhouses in Boston Manor, a suburb of Greater London. A white sign with sunny-yellow lettering hung above the entrance porch. There were three doorbells, one with ‘Bright Smiles’ engraved on a shiny metal plate. The other two were for the flats above. I pressed the doorbell and waited. Meenaxi Jogia, my cousin, opened the door. She was a head taller than me; her plump face beamed with an enormous smile. She wore a pair of slouchy harem pants and a baggy T-shirt. As soon as we entered the hallway, I hauled off my rucksack and hugged her.

She squeezed me tight. “Come on, I’ve made us khaman dhokla, and the chai’s brewing.”

I gripped her tighter. She was a great big sister. She’d known I would be upset and had prepared my favourite teatime snack. I told her I loved her.

Later, as I was drying off after a bath, Mini knocked on the bathroom door. “Phone call for you.”

When I swung the door open, she waved the cordless handset at me. Frowning, I put the phone to my ear.

“Hema, It’s Gayatri Raichura here.”

I haven’t got it. I must have said something they didn’t like.

“Oh, thank you for letting me know... Good luck with your search,” I replied, taking a deep breath.

“My search? Have you changed your mind? I thought we had a connection. How can I convince you to take the position? Is it the money? We can increase that. We’ll reduce the hours. You can have the car on the weekend?” As she rattled off other benefits, it hit me. She had offered me the job. 

My heart fizzed like a rogue firework and all I wanted to say was thank you, thank you a million times, but I refrained. “Sorry, Mrs Raichura, I meant, I would love to accept.”

She let out a slow breath. “Good, good, I was... Never mind. Rahul will telephone you with the finer details. Are you contactable on this number for the rest of the week?”

Mini still stood in the hallway, her round inquisitive eyes roaming over my face, her lips lifted upwards. As she tugged me to her side, I said goodbye and switched the call button off.

“I knew you’d get it. How could anyone not give you a job? You’re like the language whisperer. When the aliens land, they’ll contact Hemanshi Pattni to help communicate.”

Victory flooded me. We pranced around, laughing and jumping, until a knocking sound from the adjoining flat ended our celebration.

***
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KALPESH MAMA AND CHANDA Mami waited for us outside the restaurant’s door. My uncle and aunt were an unlikely pairing; he was six feet tall and skinny while she was four foot five and rotund. Every time I saw them standing together, her arm in the crook of his elbow, a nursery rhyme came to my mind.

Mini whispered, “And the dish ran away with the spoon,” in my ear. My big sister had made the comparison before, and the image had stuck: the ridiculousness of a tall thin spoon and the round dish.

My throat tightened as my aunt studied my approach. I loved Kalpesh Mama, but Chanda Mami had pointedly informed me I wasn’t part of her true family.

Strong arms pushed me and Mini apart from behind before we could reach my uncle and aunt. “So, girls, where are you going tonight, all dressed to the nines in your fine coats and high heels?”

Mini yelped. “Dennis, don’t you know anything about women’s self-defence? I was ready to garrotte you with this.” She waved a long chain with a set of keys.

Dinesh Jogia was shorter than his younger sister. He had his mother’s genes, the same tendency to carry weight and shortness.

“How are you, H.P.?” His dark mahogany eyes narrowed as he smirked.

I pressed my lips together. I would have feigned a headache if I’d known – anything to avoid this little family reunion.

Brother and sister exchanged a look, and Mini said quietly, “She got the job.”

We locked arms and walked towards the ornate entrance.

“Dinu, Dinu, my dikro, I’ve missed you.” Dennis’s mother opened her arms in welcome, then held onto him for dear life, her head resting against his broad chest.

Kalpesh Mama hugged his daughter tightly as she rested her forehead on his shoulder. Then he pulled me into his arms, the familiar smell of his aftershave comforting me. His soulful gaze ran slowly over our faces, assessing our feelings, gauging our reactions to the mother-and-son greeting.

Chanda Mami cooed and asked after her favourite child’s health. When she finished, her head bobbed at Mini and she asked in a cooler tone, “How are you, Meena, keeping well?”

In response, Mini stepped forward and pecked her mother on the cheek.

Dennis’s mother reluctantly dragged her eyes away from her daughter and fixed them on mine. “Didn’t expect you here. It’s our family dinner. Shouldn’t you be revising?” She spat the words out like stones.

My heart raced and my throat clogged as I kissed her, the sickly smell of her favourite perfume filling my nostrils.

“Hema had an interview today, Mummy.” Mini glared as she stuffed her fists into her coat pocket.

Kalpesh Mama tucked me into his side and I sighed, already forgetting Chanda Mami’s nastiness. I loved my uncle’s hugs.

My aunt’s lips pursed at her husband’s gesture and her scornful eyes darted back to her son. “What is the speciality in this place, Dinu?” 

Kalpesh Mama jutted out his elbows, and Mini and I slipped our hands into the spaces.

“Well, my lovelies, how are you two?” he whispered as we followed Dennis and his mother into the restaurant.

***
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“I SHOULDN’T HAVE COME,” I said as I stepped out of the toilet cubicle. “She’s going to sulk all evening.”

“You can’t avoid her now that you’re in your final year. What if you don’t get work after the summer? You must go home; you can’t stay in Nottingham forever.”

I turned on the tap at the washbasin next to Mini and glanced at her face in the mirror. My cousin had the most beautiful eyes, with lashes so long they brushed against her manicured eyebrows. Her skin was flawless, the colour of milky coffee. She was pleasantly plump, since her restricted diet kept her weight in check. I was more like Kalpesh Mama – round face, small chin and copper-coloured, almond-shaped eyes. My skin still erupted in spots regularly, and I had a glaring red pimple on my little nose that I was trying to cover with concealer.

“I plan to find work straight away, that’s why I went for the interview.” I had hardly stayed in Preston since starting university. “Anyway, when you forced me to stay for two days over Diwali, she hated it. Do you remember what she did on my last day?”

Mini giggled. “Oh yes, I forgot about that. She thought you’d taken one of her Harrods facecloths. “Besharam! No one is going to marry you, putting that thing in... in... in there.” Mini’s tone precisely mimicked her mother’s. She grabbed my shoulder. “Let’s tell her you’ve got a job. That’ll cheer her up, knowing you won’t be moving back after your exams. She doesn’t want me staying either.”

A smile grew on my lips. “Yes, you’re not Dinu either. Come on, let’s get this over and done with. We should go clubbing tonight to celebrate my job offer.” 

***
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BACK AT OUR TABLE, my mami sat sandwiched between her son and her husband. Dennis pointed to the vacant chairs on either side of him and his father. The waiter brought a bottle of Bollinger to the table.

“What are we celebrating?” Mini asked as we sat down.

Dennis grinned. “I got a job today, too.”

Chanda Mami beamed. “You’re such a clever boy. Isn’t he clever, Kalpesh? Who’s it with, Dinu?”

“I’ll be an analyst for Morgan Stanley. I begin in September. So... H.P., what’s your new job?” Dennis smirked. He was taunting me deliberately; he knew I had applied for a temporary summer position.

“Nothing as good as yours, Bhai. I have an au pair position in the South of France until the beginning of September. I start a week after my exams.”

“That’s not work.” Chanda Mami put the glass of bubbly down. “I’m not saying cheers to that, it’s babysitting.”

“I’m sure Hema will get work, Chanda. You know she enjoys travelling,” soothed Kalpesh Mama as he squeezed my leg.

“She had better find a proper job. All that education costs money.” 

I swallowed my champagne down in one gulp and concentrated on the tablecloth, focusing on the warp and weft with intensity.

Chanda Mami went on. “Do you have any idea what it has cost to look after you, Hema? You’d better find a job soon. We can’t support you all your life.”

“Mummy, please. Hema has a couple of interviews lined up this week, and they’re with big banks, aren’t they, H.P.?” Dennis added, kindness filling his gaze. Perhaps he hadn’t mentioned the post just to make my life difficult. All my life Dennis had made mischief, goading his mother on, as she’d become more and more hateful. But at Diwali, he had been nice to me. A look of disdain grew on Chanda Mami’s face as her favourite child sided with me.

Polite conversation occupied the table for the rest of the meal. My aunt and uncle spoke with their children about life and study, and I waited, displacing the remnants of my dinner on the plate. Eventually, Kalpesh Mama asked whether I was still on track for my first-class degree.

“You’re like your mother, so ambitious and so hardworking,” he said.

“She has to be, Kalpesh. Who else will support her?” Chanda Mami interrupted.

A lump developed in my throat, and I wished with all my strength that my parents were still alive. They would have asked after my health and wellbeing and been proud of their daughter.

My mami saw my head drop, and said, “But, if you can’t find work, we are here to help you, Hema. After all, we are family.”
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“HEMS, CALL for you.”

The searing pain of moving my head was overwhelming as someone ripped the pillow from under me. I croaked, “What? Why would anyone call at this godforsaken hour?”

Mini put her finger to her mouth and whispered, “He can hear you.” She pressed the phone to my ear.

A familiar baritone travelled to the pit of my stomach. “It’s eleven o’clock, Ms Pattni. I believe that’s not too early for a weekend.”

“Is it?” It’s too early to call on a Sunday. I took a breath. “Sorry, Mr Raichura, we had a late night, a... family reunion.” My head throbbed from the lack of sleep and too much alcohol. Mini and I had rolled back to the flat at five in the morning after a night of dancing at Broadway Boulevard. The nightclubs in London were so much better than in Nottingham.

He sounded unconvinced by my explanation. “Are you at home for the next hour? I want to send the contract over by courier.”

I was dumbstruck. This was a first, a contract for an au pair job sent by courier on a Sunday. I focused all my attention on what he was saying. 

After hanging up, I found Mini in the kitchen, a small saucepan of chai brewing on the gas cooker. I slumped at the square Formica dining table, unable to breathe, the pit of my tummy aching. I had wanted this job so badly and had rested all my hopes on getting it, but I felt uneasy about Rahul Raichura. Just hearing his voice sent my senses into disarray. I cradled my pounding head in my forearms on the table.

***
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MINI PROTESTED WHEN I dragged her along to drop off the signed contract, but her presence comforted me. I dreaded that my new employer, the man who had my tummy in knots, would want to meet with me. 

When Gayatri Raichura opened the door and led us to the sitting room, explaining her son was in New York, the uneasiness in my stomach settled. Mini’s eyes roamed and widened, resting on the pieces of fine art distributed everywhere.

“My son collects art.” Gayatri sat with a tray of snacks and masala chai. She poured the tea into teacups and asked us to help ourselves to the sugar. “He started when he got his first bonus and hasn’t stopped.”

I picked out the contract from my handbag and passed it to her; she took it and explained that it was only a formality that Rahul had insisted on. “We have nothing to hide, you understand, but privacy is something my son values highly.”

The more I heard about Rahul Raichura, the more apprehensive I became. “What type of job does he do?” I whispered. In all the years I’d worked as an au pair, I had never had to sign a non-disclosure agreement. I knew that nannies sometimes did, but au pairs were young girls exploring new countries. 

Gayatri raised her eyebrow. “Did you ask about his work?”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry; I understand your need for privacy. I can be very discreet.”

“I’ll let my son tell you if he wishes to, when he joins us. Your primary concern is to make Amelie’s move to London as smooth as possible.” Gayatri turned her gaze to Mini, who was stuffing her mouth with a whole chakri. “Meenaxi, what do you do?” 

Mini covered her lips and gulped down the mouthful. “I’m studying medicine at Imperial College. Following in my father’s footsteps; he’s a consultant in plastic surgery at the Royal Preston.”

Gayatri and Mini exchanged polite conversation while I tried to avoid looking at the photographs scattered in small frames around the room. 

“I have some photographs to show you.” Gayatri lifted a small album from a side table. The album featured shots of Amelie as a baby, chubby but tiny. Images of her as a toddler, on her first day at nursery, in playgrounds. Not one of her with her mother or father. Have they adopted her from an orphanage? The most recent photograph showed the little girl against a painted backdrop, wearing a pale blue dress, her chocolate-coloured hair in two pigtails, her red heart-shaped lips pouting at the camera and her cheeks rosy.

Gayatri handed me an envelope. In it I found a Polaroid of a small, thin woman barely taller than a teenager, her
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