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Prologue


—I don’t think much of those new socks of yours, she says.

—I never think of my socks, he answers.

—I looked at the label on them; it says hand wash only.

—And?

—Well, I’m not going to spend the rest of my life hand-washing your socks.

—It’s unlikely that you will, although you may spend the rest of my life doing that.







June



One Saturday morning last summer I sat at the kitchen table, watching Dad out by the duck pond feeding the Bad Cats in the hot French sun. He walked back across the lawns, empty cat bowls in one hand, floppy garden hat swinging in the other. Despite his age he was long and loose-limbed. His hair still had an elegant wave to it and there was a distant glitter of the mischievous schoolboy that lingered in his eye. How like Alice, I thought. The same loping stride, angular and English but not awkward. He was followed by a couple of white ducks that waddled on their webs, burrowing their beaks in the lawn as they looked for worms. Once outside the kitchen, beneath the dusty vine, he stopped and took off his boots.

At the same time, on the other side of the house, Mum came in through the front door. She was wearing a dress – she would call it a frock – that I could remember her buying in England before they moved to France, so it must have been thirty years old. A splashy summer cotton of pinks and blues, it had worn well but I could see that she had let out the darts in the back. She had always been sturdy and solidly built. Stocky, unlike Dad. It would have taken the same amount of plasticine to make either of them but rolled out differently. Mum was like a piece of low-slung Victorian furniture: chubby cushions, thick brocade, dark wooden arms and too heavy to move on your own. Nothing sagged – her face was plump, the skin taut and shiny, like good quality oak. Her clothes fitted as tightly as if a liquid form of her had been poured into them from above.

The kitchen was in a strategic position; I could keep an eye on both the back and the front of the house but at the same time stay tucked away in a corner of the L-shaped room. Mum was just back from the market – a heavy basket sat on one hip and a shopping bag weighed down the other. She couldn’t see me as she hobbled in, put the basket and the bag on the floor by the small, squat, under-the-counter fridge, then groaned as she stood up straight. She called out to Dad. No-one answered. She knew he wouldn’t have his hearing aid in, but this didn’t stop her. She blamed his deafness on a lack of effort. As she often said, ‘He just doesn’t try.’

She called again, louder and more crossly, ‘Hurry up! You’ve been out there for ages.’ Then waited for an answer, although she hadn’t asked a question. ‘I got everything done. Everything that was on the list. On my own.’ Silence. ‘Where are you? What are you doing?’

Dad opened the back door and stuck his head in. He saw me, but said nothing.

Mum looked up at him. ‘Don’t put your boots there.’

‘I haven’t put my boots anywhere. Not yet.’

‘Have you seen Miranda?’

‘What?’ He cupped his hand over his ear. And then he turned and winked at me.

‘Miranda. Your daughter. Have you seen her?’

He thought for a while before answering. ‘I don’t think so. Still in bed, I expect. Or no, actually, maybe I did see her. She went into town. Or was that yesterday?’

‘I was the one who went into town, not Miranda.’

‘I’m sure she’ll appear at some point.’ He came in and feigned discovery on seeing me. ‘Aha, there you are!’ And then, to Mum, ‘You see? I told you she would turn up.’ I coughed and waved a silent paw.

Mum looked tidy but worn. She turned to face me as she busily sorted her shopping. As she did so, the buttons down the front of her dress strained and gaped, displaying eye-shaped holes of flesh. ‘I didn’t see you skulking there. Did you have a nice lie-in?’ This was her subtle way of pointing out that, unlike her, I hadn’t got up at dawn. She didn’t wait for me to answer but, with one sandalled foot, pushed the basket towards Dad. ‘You can put all that away.’ He knelt down and started somewhat randomly shoving the contents into the fridge. Mum surveyed proceedings then suddenly dived in to pull a red cabbage out of his hands. ‘No, not that.’

‘You said all that.’

‘Yes, but obviously I didn’t mean all that, did I?’

‘Well, I’ll just put all that in the fridge then, shall I? And not the rest.’

‘And this is for the freezer,’ she said, passing him a carrier bag.

‘All this? Or just all this?’ He took the bag from her hands and looked inside. ‘I sometimes wonder why we buy all this fresh food, if we’re going to freeze it. I mean, maybe we should just go to the freezer shop to start with?’

‘It’s nice for the butcher; it keeps him going.’

‘Yes, but is it nice for us? Couldn’t we eat some of it before freezing it?’

‘You wouldn’t know the difference anyway. I could give you cardboard and you wouldn’t know the difference.’

‘That would depend if you cooked the cardboard first. Or would you freeze it? Now, if we had fresh cardboard, I—’

‘Out.’

Outside was what they liked to call the buanderie – in reality no more than a lean-to shed built against the kitchen wall. It was filled with old ice cream pots, trays of seed potatoes, broken coffee machines. A shiny new freezer stood in one corner, draped with a length of faded brocade to protect it from the bats that nested above. She pushed Dad out and shut the kitchen door on him, still calling out instructions. ‘The top drawer, not the bottom where there’s lots of room. I’m keeping that for my blackcurrants.’ Then paused, listening to him rummaging around outside, before starting up again. ‘And don’t let the Bad Cats—’

Dad came back, the carrier bag – now empty – in one hand. ‘I put it all in the bottom drawer; there wasn’t any room in the top,’ he said, as a feline stream rushed through his legs. The Bad Cats roamed the garden, never far from the kitchen door, continually planning a collective heist for a minute of warmth and biscuits. Hodge and Juno – the House Cats – were supposed to patrol the cat flap but usually just watched lazily from a distance.

‘You’ve let them in! Don’t just stand there. Hoosh hoosh! Out you go, all of you. The bottom? What did I say?’

Dad looked down kindly on the tabby swarm at his feet. ‘Yes, come on, out you go; do as you’re told. We all do.’

‘Really, you let them do whatever they want. They would run the house if it was down to you. You’ll have to go back and find space in the top. Go on; out you go.’

Whether it was Dad she was talking to, or the cats, they all obeyed and left.

Mum had bought the original freezer in Oxford in 1971. A cavernous chest with a chocolate Formica lid, it was christened Boswell, after the shop it came from. As the years passed the top faded to beige and no longer shut but was held down with a breezeblock. Its motor whirring and wheezing in constant effort, it had nonetheless travelled with them when they moved to France and had stayed there for over twenty years. In an act of generosity tempered with self-interest, after decades of eating suspect food, my sister and I had finally bought a smart new vertical freezer as a birthday present for Mum. The delivery men were under strict instructions to take Boswell away.

Mum was now squatting in front of the fridge. The door was open and she was busy excavating inside. ‘Your father, he’s getting terribly clumsy,’ she said, over her shoulder. ‘And forgetful.’ I held out a hand to help her up but instead she passed me a saucer of grey pâté that she intended to give us for lunch. No doubt Hodge had turned it down that morning. ‘And you really should say something to him about those dreadful slippers of his. They’re not fit to be worn.’

Dad came back in again. He was indeed wearing a pair of truly hideous slippers. Mum pointed at them. ‘You shouldn’t go outside in those; you’ll ruin them.’

‘You told me to go out.’

‘Yes, but not in those. You’re old enough to manage your own footwear, aren’t you?’ Dad held up the carrier bag and raised his eyebrows questioningly at Mum. ‘Smooth it out and put it away, if you’ve finished going in and out like a cuckoo. Well then? Did you fit it all in? Those silly drawers, they’re such a waste of space. Boswell was much more practical.’

Dad handed me the plastic bag to deal with and wiped his hands dry on a tea towel. ‘Practical maybe, but at the end of what was a very long life. It would have been kinder to leave him to die in peace in England.’ Having bravely spoken his mind, he sat down at the kitchen table and pretended to be absorbed in a seed catalogue.

‘Yes,’ I chipped in, ‘and you could have bought a new one over here, when you moved.’

‘We didn’t want a new one; the old one was perfectly good. Built to last, not like things now,’ said Mum. ‘Anyway, we couldn’t have left it behind. What would we have done with all the food?’

Dad raised his eyes from the glossy, tomato-covered pages. ‘Your mother is quite right; what would we have done with all the food?’ It was often difficult to tell if he was trying to avoid marital conflict, or in fact stirring it up.

‘Eaten it?’ I suggested.

‘We did eat it, but over here,’ said Mum.

This was true. When they left England they had moved not only Boswell, but also its contents. Still full of Sainsbury’s chicken thighs, it had been unplugged, loaded onto a removal van, taken to Dover, floated across the Channel, then driven halfway across France, arriving ten days later. And plugged in again. This was, according to Mum, ‘perfectly safe’ because it had been shut all the time it was in the truck.

She heaved herself up off the floor, inspected the pâté that I still held in one hand, then took a knife and began to trim away the crusty edges. ‘And anyway, that was twenty years ago and now I have your lovely new one. It was a very good opportunity to go through what was in it. I found some quite interesting things.’

‘Dead bodies,’ Dad suggested.

‘Very old dead bodies,’ I said.

‘Dodos.’

‘T. Rex casserole.’ Dad almost laughed but put a hand over his mouth in time and went back to his seed catalogue.

‘Very funny, you two. Here, if you’re going to read that, make yourself useful.’ Mum thumped a pen down in front of Dad. ‘You can tick the beans we want. You do remember what kind we like, don’t you?’ She turned to me. ‘When my mother died she still had a bucket of eggs in isinglass in the garage.’

‘Perhaps that’s why she died,’ Dad said, flicking through the pages looking for beans.

‘What’s isinglass?’ I asked Mum.

‘It was a thing you did in the war. You had a bucket of isinglass, and you put eggs in it, to keep them.’

‘You see where she gets it from?’ said Dad.

‘I thought you didn’t have eggs during the war.’

‘No, you didn’t. So when you did, you kept them,’ she said, with implacable logic. ‘There weren’t any real eggs. Only dried ones.’

Dad hesitated, pen in one hand. Did they like longpods or Windsors? It was impossible to know. All he could be sure of was that he would be wrong. ‘Ahh! Dried eggs, yes,’ he said to the world in general. ‘Tasted a bit like dandruff. But not as nice.’

‘I’m amazed you didn’t all get food poisoning,’ I said.

‘Food poisoning?’ scoffed Mum. ‘When I was little, people didn’t get food poisoning.’

‘We didn’t have time to be poisoned by eggs in isinglass,’ Dad said. ‘Diphtheria or polio got there first.’

Mum whisked away the catalogue with an ‘If you’ve finished mucking that up’ and tucked it behind the fruit bowl. She had sent off the order form the week before.

‘People say you are only supposed to freeze stuff for a few months, but think of Mallory.’ We both looked at her, waiting for an explanation. ‘George Mallory. Everest, 1924. He still had his boots and all his bits when they found him in the ice eighty years later. If it’s frozen, it can’t go off.’

‘I don’t think anyone was made to eat Mallory,’ I said.

‘Well, neither of us are dead.’

‘Not yet, dear, not yet,’ coughed Dad.

‘I’ll have my coffee in the sitting room, thank you,’ said Mum as she firmly put on her glasses, left the kitchen and shut the door behind her.



At last Dad and I were together, unguarded. He got up and shuffled across to the coffee machine in his much-maligned slippers. ‘I wonder if she’ll put me in the freezer when I die?’

‘No room for you in there, Dad.’

‘In the bottom drawer perhaps, once we’ve eaten the bloody blackcurrants. You know, I sometimes think that our stomachs must have evolved since we’ve had that awful machine. Adapted to digesting cheap meat, past its sell-by date, then frozen, thawed and refrozen. Darwin. Survival of the fittest. I wonder if they had freezers on The Beagle?’ He reached up and opened the cupboard above the sink. ‘Coffee? Mind your head, let me just—’ A pile of cups and saucers slid out and crashed onto the floor. ‘Bugger.’

He picked up a curve of thin, white porcelain and looked at it sadly, sitting on his palm. ‘I’m going to be in the Dog House now.’ He handed me the remains. ‘Put it in the bin. The outside bin, or she’ll see it. Right down at the bottom. Underneath the bottles.’

‘I’m sure you’ll get away with it. Unless she counts the cups before going to bed.’

‘She didn’t notice the other ones.’

‘How many other ones?’

‘It’s difficult to say. Or actually, no, I suppose it’s not that difficult. Look at the saucers in the cupboard. It’s always the cups I break, never the saucers. And I never throw the saucers away, just buy more cups. And for every cup you buy, you get a saucer. So at some point she is bound to notice that we have seventy-eight saucers but only three cups… But perhaps I’ll be in the bottom drawer by then.’

After more than fifty years of marriage they were set in their ways, like Mallory in the ice. It was a game of stubbornness versus pedantry and it was pointless trying to intervene. I watched as Dad struggled with the spaceship-like coffee machine. He eventually passed me two half-filled cups. I put the faintest hint of sugar in one of them and then took them both through to the sitting room, leaving him to make the last cup for himself. Mum had put on an upbeat ragtime LP that Dad had always particularly loathed, despite not being able to hear it. He called all forms of jazz ‘ice cream van music’.

Juno, the tortoiseshell, sat on Mum’s lap, front claws firmly embedded in her thighs. ‘I can’t get up.’ She waved at the coffee cup in my hand. ‘Put it on the mantelpiece. Careful of the clock.’

‘I’ve put sugar in for you,’ I said.

‘I only like a little. Did your father turn off the coffee machine properly? The knob at the front and the switch at the back.’

‘I’m sure he will. Although I don’t see why you turn it off anyway.’

‘What about that red light on the front? You couldn’t leave that on; think of the electricity you’d use.’

‘I think if you left it on non-stop all year it might use a euro’s worth by Christmas.’

‘Exactly my point.’

Dad came in and picked his way carefully over the various slippery rugs. ‘Where’s Hodge?’ He looked at the empty stool by his armchair. Standing by the cold grate he held out a cup to Mum. ‘Here.’

‘I’ve already got mine!’ she said. ‘That one’s yours. And be careful of the clock.’

He put the cup on the mantelpiece, moving the softly ticking carriage clock to one side. It had been an engagement present, all those years ago. He looked puzzled. ‘No, this one can’t be mine. I put sugar in it.’

‘It’s only sugar. And only a little.’

‘I’ll go and make myself another.’ He picked up the cup again.

‘You’re not going to throw it away, are you?’

‘Of course not. That would be wasteful. I’ll drink it while I make a new one.’ He turned to leave and, one hand on the door, said to me, ‘Very nice dinner yesterday, wasn’t it, Miranda? Your mother calls it blonket de vo. I think of it as stew, personally. What did you think of the meat?’ He gently shut the door behind him. Mum looked at me, waiting for my answer.

‘Very… tender?’ I said.

A triumphant smile spread across her face as she ran a firm hand down the back of Juno’s knobbly spine. ‘Veal cutlets, out of the freezer. 1983.’




July



Perhaps before I go any further I should give you a cast list. We are not a very reproductive family, so it will be short.


	Dad: Retired professor of philosophy in his late seventies.

	Mum: Wife of the above, two years younger.

	Charlotte: Early fifties, daughter N°1.

	Miranda (that’s me): Not quite fifty, daughter N°2.

	Alice (my daughter): Not quite twenty, a chemistry student.



I was twenty and still at drama school in London when I decided to move to Paris. I wanted to be an actress and felt the need to escape England and all of the above (except Alice, who didn’t as yet exist). In many ways, acting was already an escape from reality, but that wasn’t enough for me; I wanted the distance to be measurable in miles. I was barely out of the country when, rather unexpectedly, Dad took early retirement. He had always complained about foolish, flippant undergraduates who wouldn’t know the difference between philosophical logic and the philosophy of logic – even if they were sitting on it. Now, he said, he had had enough. He would waste no more time on others but would devote his latter years to himself and thinking about what he mysteriously called ‘valid inference’. My parents sold the tall red brick house in North Oxford where they had been living since I was born and followed me to the continent.

They bought a large, dilapidated manoir that stood in an overgrown garden on the edge of a hamlet in rural France. Civilisation (the railway and shops) was half an hour from there, in Poitiers. At the time, neither of them could drive and it was clear that one of them would have to learn.

The house was called La Forgerie and was made of local, creamy white stone with a slate roof and a tower at one end. It was built in the early 1800s and since then, other than the installation of various bathrooms and lavatories, nothing much seemed to have changed. Although imposing when viewed from the garden, with its three floors and rows of tall windows and pale grey shutters, the house was not quite as vast as it seemed. On the other side, where the gravel drive drew up, there were no rooms but only long, windowed corridors. This gave the house a bit of an old railway carriage feeling. On the ground floor were set out one after the other: the kitchen, staircase, dining room, sitting room and music room (containing nothing but a single untuned and untunable upright piano), each room with its own marble fireplace, oak parquet and high ceilings. On the second floor, a similar series of four bedrooms and two bathrooms. And at the top, under the eaves, the former servants’ rooms, all linked together with doors leading from one to the other and now entirely given over to Dad’s library. There was a sagging sofa and a creaking wheelie chair in front of the desk with his computer. Maps of ancient Greece hung on the walls between the bookcases. The floorboards were unwaxed and there was no nonsense about heating arrangements; that wouldn’t be good for the books.

At the far end of the house was the draughty tower. It contained nothing but a second staircase that was cluttered with broken dining chairs and piles of newspapers tied up with string. Wildlife was abundant; bats, wasps, mice and once a red squirrel had all nested there. Tendrils of creeper covered the rarely opened shutters and wormed their way inside.

In the first few years of residence they put up wallpaper on the ground floor, installed a new boiler, mended the roof on the duck house and had a tennis court built on the top field. They also adopted two llamas called Lorenzo (usually referred to as Lollo) and Leonora who would come and watch when we played tennis. Games usually pitted two parents against one daughter. It was always Mum who kept score – in her own idiosyncratic fashion. The llamas’ long necks turned left and right, watching as we humans inexplicably hit what looked like apples at each other.

This activity of home improvements first waned, then stopped altogether. As time passed fewer friends from England came to stay. Some were too old to travel – it was an inconvenient place to get to – others had died or moved abroad. Bedrooms and bathrooms were shut down one by one and I could imagine a point in the near future when the two of them would be living in a bedsit in the middle of a vast manor.

By this time I had become a competent but uninspired French actress. I must have been twenty-five or twenty-six when I found myself on stage in a professional production for the first time. The play was The Seagull, but I was Masha and had little to say. I imagined Mum and Dad coming to see the show. In my mind’s eye, they sat unsmiling in the stalls in their buttoned-up coats and hats, sore thumbs in a sea of happy faces. I was worried; from the stage, how could I not look at them? How could I not be distracted by their parental gaze? Afterwards, would they say what they really thought? Would they offer encouragement, even if they had slept steadfastly through three hours of Chekhov? Would there possibly even be a glimpse of parental pride at seeing me on stage and being applauded?

I needn’t have panicked – they never came. There was always a good reason not to: on one occasion they were saved by a rail strike; on another Dad had a nasty cold. And then when it was at last convenient for them to come, they discovered that the run was over and it was, ‘Oh! Too late; we missed you!’

I, on the other hand, came to visit them quite often. A weekend, rarely longer. I lived in Paris and it was only a couple of hours on the TGV. It’s not that I felt that I should, or that I wanted to, but I felt that I ought to want to, so I did. But, as Dad would say in his philosophical way, What did I mean by ought?

Over the years they had evolved a well-rehearsed technique for living together. It was a two-hander play but there was also a bit part for me. Like two pieces of a broken plate that didn’t in fact fit together and never had, they used me not as glue but more as a translator; I often found myself communicating the desires or complaints of one to the other.

My sister Charlotte was four years older than me and we had always been startlingly different in most ways. When we were little, she had a long straight, impossibly perfect plait that hung down her back. I used to dream about chopping it off when she wasn’t looking. My own unruly hair was always cut as short as short could be, by Mum in the kitchen, with the kitchen scissors. We grew up and Charlotte had the plait cut off herself but our differences remained. She lived on her own, safe in Bicester (yes, she was my sister in Bicester, a tempting first line for a limerick). Her children, two sporty boys, were grown up and their father had been removed from the equation years ago. The geographical distance that now existed between us helped to transform our sibling rivalry of the past into a strange sibling unity. Our parents – the very thing that had once kept us apart – now brought us together. As they aged, they became our overlap, our common ground.

Charlotte rarely felt she should come to France. Or perhaps she felt that she should come rarely. Either way, the result was the same.

Writing to Charlotte had become my way of venting the frustration accumulated after a weekend in La Forgerie. Catharsis, I suppose, would be the correct term. Mum would have called it ‘making a fuss about nothing’.




From: MIRANDA

To: CHARLOTTE

Date: Tuesday 17 July 2018 at 11:15

Subject: Off to Bolivia

Just a quick letter as I pack my rucksack. I have finished the current production I was in. It was a terribly dull play, but that’s an actor’s life; you take what you are offered and then you complain about it. Tomorrow I have a flight for La Paz via Lima, arriving the next day. I have taken plenty of warm socks and four volumes of The Jewel in the Crown to read; that should keep me going in the Andes. Oh! A whole month of tramping across the Altiplano, going there on my own, not having to worry about other people or other actors, it sounds like bliss to me.

It was another long and depressing weekend in La Forgerie. Mum was on good form as ever. The morning conversation was about the new freezer (Boswell was much better etc. etc.; you know the story…) and how wasteful the two of us are. (‘It wasn’t like that during the war; we never had sweets, or bananas or chocolate. It was jam yesterday, jam tomorrow but never jam today.’) Does she think we can’t count? Anyone would think that she was the one who lived through the Blitz, and not Dad. She was only a baby when the war ended, although I suppose she would remember rationing. Have you heard of ‘eggs in isinglass’? No, neither had I. I looked it up; it is something gelatinous involving fish bladders. Revolting.

After lunch on Saturday she came up with a cracker. I was washing the knives – by hand as usual since it ‘spoils the handles if you put them in the dishwasher’. It’s not good for the forks or spoons either. And the plates are delicate; we must be careful with them. And we don’t put glasses in, because the machine scratches them. So saucepans and cat bowls go in the machine; everything else you do by hand, with the same filthy sponge that used to be yellow when it was bought in 1965 in Shergold’s. Anyway, there I was washing up, and I rubbed my eye with a soapy finger because it was itching. In a moment of madness, I told Mum that I thought I had a stye coming on. She bustled over to me and prodded my eye with the finger she had doubtlessly just used to open a packet of slug pellets. ‘Oh yes, it does look a bit red. I’ve got some ointment I can give you for that.’ There was no point in refusing. Off she went to look in ‘the medicine cabinet’ (= rusty old biscuit tin) in the cupboard under the stairs. She came back with a small, wizened metal tube with a long pointy nozzle – you know, the kind where the paint has gone all scaly and fallen off so you can’t read what it says. ‘I’ll just go and do it in the bathroom mirror,’ I said. I went upstairs, slammed the bathroom door, waited a couple of minutes and then came back down, said thank you and asked where to put the tube. She pointed to the box on the kitchen table. I picked it up; on one side was shakily written in biro (and this is true) ‘Twice a day, for Cornelius’. So I was being offered second-hand ointment that had been prescribed for a cat that died five years ago. I showed it to Dad, who said, ‘Put it away and say you used it, thank you very much. It’s easier that way. Much easier.’

I put the tube in its box, the box in the biscuit tin and the biscuit tin back in the Ali Baba cupboard under the stairs where I found, on top of an impressive collection of light bulbs, rusting aerosols of oven cleaner, old rags and silver polish:


	– a lifetime supply of plastic bags rammed into another, larger plastic bag

	– a box of old syringes once prescribed for a boil on Dad’s leg

	– 17 rolls of baking paper (all partially used)

	– an impressive collection of string, different lengths and thicknesses and colours, wound up in individual little skeins

	– a selection of devices for killing flies, wasps, moles and mice

	– an abandoned toaster with two slices of toast still in it

	– an iron with an English plug

	– a hair dryer with no plug



No newspapers, empty jam jars, ice cream pots or egg boxes, you say? No, of course not; these are stored outside in the buanderie, where there is more room.

A brief exchange from breakfast you may enjoy:


	Dad: Why do the cats get the posh, fresh milk and we get the UHT stuff out of a box?

	Mum: They don’t like the other kind.

	Dad: Neither do I.

	Mum: You don’t like either kind. You never drink milk.

	Dad: That’s not the point.



Or what about this, between me and Mum sitting on the sofa after lunch:


	Mum (reading the newspaper): It says here that there is a new Steve McQueen film coming out. That can’t be right; he’s dead.

	Me: Maybe you are thinking of the wrong Steve McQueen.

	Mum: Steve McQueen. The Magnificent Seven. You know – da da, dum di da da, da da, dum di da da. Maybe you’re too young. But I’m sure he’s dead.

	Me: That’s Steve McQueen the actor, not the director. It’s a different person. This one makes films; he doesn’t act in them. He made a film about slavery in America. It was called Twelve Years a Slave. He’s black. And he’s not dead.

	Mum: Don’t be ridiculous, Steve McQueen isn’t black. At least, he wasn’t in The Magnificent Seven.



It has to be said, they may be barking mad but I always come home with some good anecdotes.

Back in Paris now, safe and warm and not dead from food poisoning,

Love,

Miranda

PS. Still not dead, but check up on me tomorrow…
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Oxford, October 1962

Dear Kitty,

Dear, dear Kitty! Oh how lucky I am. A new world beckons. New friends and no family. How lucky I am to be here and to have you. It would be hopeless trying to write to John and Matthew, quite hopeless, and you know it would. They are both perfectly charming, but they are silly young things and of course they are brothers. Whereas you are a sister. And ancient and wise. I say that in the kindest possible way – I know you’re not that ancient, but you are older and wiser than me. And you have already left home, so you understand.

To start with, I was expecting a clean, sweet city lulled by ancient streams but what I got at the railway station was a Wimpy and overflowing dustbins. Coming in on the train you could be anywhere, it was so drab and depressing. The station wasn’t at all like home with the station master and his cat and his pots of bulbs you mustn’t sit on. No-one talks to you here; they all rush around because they know where they are going – but I don’t! I asked someone the way and they pointed vaguely over a bridge and to the left, so I followed the finger and trudged along in the rain, with cars swooshing past me and soaking my legs. Actually no, they didn’t swoosh past me; it was one big traffic jam all the way. The cars and buses just sit and shudder gently. By the time I was standing in front of the address they had given me I was wet from the outside and the inside; my vest was itching, and my stockings were runkled up at my ankles and my hair was in the maddest of frizzes. There was a stone archway and a wrought iron gate, shiny black and gold, with the college crest high above my head. I walked across the flagstones but couldn’t see a bell, so I pushed the door (more shiny black paint) and it swung open. Once inside things were less glamorous. I went into the porters’ lodge and gave my name to a grim old harridan. She checked in a ledger and then rather grudgingly showed me upstairs. ‘Bathroom here, lavatory here. Cold water only, not to be wasted, not to be used at night. Careful of the carpet here; there’s a missing stair rod.’ Then I was left to myself.

I sat down on the hard bed (They call that a mattress? More like sleeping on old toast) and suddenly it came over me. Here I was, in my own room, with my own window and my very own little key in my damp hand. I took off my hat and looked out of the window. Something Gothicky was sticking up over the tops of the trees. I wildly decided to fling open the window and immerse myself in Oxford. Well, I didn’t quite fling it open – the sash cord was broken and I had to give it a great bash with the back of my hand, like doing the gate to the pony field – but at last it gave way and a gush of grey air came in: a mix of lime tree and petrol, damp boots and cold tea. I was here.

xxx, Your Loving Sister



Oxford, early November 1962

Dear Kitty,

I know I’m not stupid but I also know that I’m not that clever – I mean not clever enough to have been accepted if Kind Unk hadn’t stuck his finger in and stirred things up. He didn’t say as much to me, but I’m sure he must have got my name moved up the list, what with all the people he knows here. You should see what the other girls look like. So serious, so sensible, so determined. I suppose you have to be like that if you’re a girl – we have to prove we deserve to be here, whereas the boys (or men I should say; they have bristles and pipes) just take it for granted. We don’t see much of them and of course we’re not allowed out after ten, but our paths do cross, now and then. They seem to spend more time on the river than in the library – if you can row you don’t need to be clever. An option not open to ladies – rowing
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