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It was just after seven and the pub was almost empty. The only other customer apart from Daud was a thin, old man leaning over his drink at a corner of the bar. The barman was talking to him, and nodded at Daud to show that he had seen him and would presently attend to him. It was getting towards the end of the week and money was short, so Daud bought himself the cheapest half-pint of beer and sat in the alcove by the window. The beer tasted watery and sour, but he shut his eyes and gulped it.

He heard the barman chuckling softly at something that the old man had said. They both turned to look at him. The old man grinned as he leant back to stare at Daud over an angle of his shoulder, nodding as if he intended to reassure and calm him. Daud made his face as lugubrious as he could and his eyes glassy and blank, blind to the old man’s antics. He thought of the grin as the one that won an empire. It was the pick-pocket’s smile, given tongue in cheek and intended to distract and soothe the innocent prey while the thief helped himself to the valuables. It had travelled the seven seas, flashing at unsuspecting wogs the world over. Millions of them succumbed to it, laughing at its transparently conniving intention, and assuming that the mind behind such a ridiculous face must be as idiotic. Daud imagined how embarrassing the sight would have been: half-naked men, skins baked red by the sun, smiling with such complete insincerity. By the time the victims discovered that those bared fangs had every intention of chomping through their comic and woggish world, there was little for them to do but watch with terror as the monsters devoured them. Never again, Daud vowed. Go find yourself another comedy act, you old fool.

He felt exposed when he sat in a pub alone, and worried that somebody would come to speak to him, and flash yellow teeth at him. When he was new in England, and innocent of the profound antagonism he aroused by his mere presence, he had gone into pubs he should not have gone into. At one he was refused the cigarettes and matches he had gone in to buy. To begin with, he thought that the barman was mad, a character who was going to shame him by some act of perversity. Then he saw the grins all around the pub and understood. He had wanted to protest, to make a scene and perhaps hurl a curse on the inn-keeper. Afterwards he had replayed the scene in every detail, except that in these latter versions he was not flustered with surprise and had the perfect riposte to their abuse. He imagined and rehearsed in front of a mirror how he thought his father might protest at such a public indignity. But that first time he had simply stood in the pub, unable to summon the words in the stranger’s language, and watched the grins turn him into a clown.

At another pub, the Seven Compasses, he was told that the spaghetti advertised on the menu was finished, when he could see hot, steaming plates being passed over the counter. He had asked to see the landlord, sniffing his pound note ostentatiously to indicate the drift of his case, but he had noticed a few of the beefier patrons getting interested. No need for alarm. God save the Queen, he said and ran.

A group of burghers had chased him out of another pub with their stares and angry comments, incensed that he had invaded their gathering and ruined their pleasure. This could have happened to you, he cried as he stood at the door. Fate could have dealt you such a body blow too, and you might have found yourself as unfortunately miscast as I, chased from one haven to another, wretched and despised. They had turned round and barked their hearty burgher guffaws, their breaths smelling of the burnt fats of animals. Oh my goodness, they said. Oh goodness gracious me.

The most poignant exclusion was from The Cricketers, where he had gone two or three times and had begun to feel safe. The photographs on the walls were a disappointment, honouring only English and Australian players. There were no Sir Garys and no Three Ws, but he found the cricket paraphernalia on the walls soothing. In the end the landlady had asked him to leave. She told him she could not be sure of restraining her husband from jumping over the bar and cracking him one. So he had gone, saddened and shaken that it was a lover of that noble game who had so misused him.

Daud took as long as he could over his half-pint, but nobody turned up to buy him another one. It was still light outside when he left. He turned into one of the lanes by the cathedral and headed towards the hospital. The route he followed was the same as the one he took in the morning when he went to work. It occurred to him that he could have found something more interesting to do in the evening than that. Had his life become so empty? How would he feel if anyone found out that this was how he spent his hours? He shrugged off the intimations of inadequacy, tossed his head at them, and walked on.

It was a warm June evening, and Daud would not have been surprised to see pavements teeming with frisky teenagers and cocky young men, with a sprinkling of responsible adults taking a stroll and shooting the breeze. Instead the streets were empty and afflicted with gloom. He hurried now, made uncomfortable by the silence and the expectancy of the streets. It was as if the town had been abandoned, its purpose fulfilled, and its inhabitants engaged elsewhere in other pursuits. He avoided the darkest alleys. Who knew what might jump out of them? Who would hear his screams for help?

He imagined a recently returned representative of the greatest empire the world had ever seen walking these streets, after what had seemed like centuries of absence, when the thought of the conviviality of his people would have sustained him while he tortured the silent, sullen peoples under his charge. He would surely have screamed with anguish as he strolled the soulless streets of the evangelical heartland of the old country, and saw the self-deception he had practised in the isolation of his imperial outpost. With what relish he would then recall the hypnotic throbbing of the jungle drums and the scratchings of the shrill cicadas in the tropical night. How fulfilling would seem those endless, dreary afternoons in a tropical hell-hole, where men were still men and knew the potency of rank and power. Surely, surely! But there was very little for him to feel smug about, Daud reminded himself. Shrill cicadas or no, at least the streets were paved and clean, and no scavenging dogs roamed the streets at night, looking for carrion. When he arrives at his house and runs the shower, water will sprinkle out of the rose, instead of dust and the whine of rusted cogs and nuts. His lights worked, his toilet flushed and there were always onions in the shops. He admired the organisation that could make all that function, and pave the paths and make the trains run.

The clock on St George’s Tower said twenty minutes past eight. It was always seven minutes slow. He knew this from long experience, but felt it was a small and bearable eccentricity. The tower was the only thing within a radius of hundreds of yards to have survived the wartime bombing. Perhaps, he thought, its heart had stopped for seven minutes. It survived and now stood squat on its arches and colonnades like an old molar. The bombs had been meant for the cathedral, but it had escaped almost untouched, its precious glass long-since secreted away, and its granite walls and spires secure from all but the most direct of hits. Almost by a miracle, the little streets leading to the cathedral had also survived, leaving the monument to Norman piety nestling in its medieval inaccessibility, buffered by a warren of winding alleys.

He looked through the open gate to the cathedral into the floodlit maw of its precincts. He caught a glimpse of the stone massif, with its elegant spires looking even more like fairy-tale towers in the unreal light. For all the years he had lived in the town, he had never been inside the cathedral. He had walked through the grounds hundreds of times, taking a short-cut through the Queens Gate. He had been chased through the cloisters by a group of skinheads: Gi’ us a kiss, nigger. He gave them a good view of his right royal arse and shouted abuse as he ran. Go suck a dodo, you fucking pricks. But he had never been inside the cathedral; which those skinheads probably had.

He took the path across the common to Bishop Street. Most people called it the rec, which had disconcerted him at first. He had thought it was wreck, the site of some immemorial foundering. The rec was in a sunken piece of ground surrounded by high banks overgrown with bushes and trees. One path ran alongside the road just below the bank. The one he took cut across the playing pitches and would bring him out by the disused water-mill near Bishop Street. He knew it was a mistake as soon as he had gone far enough to be unable to withdraw without looking scared. He saw a man scrambling down the bank from the road, watched him bend down to take his dog off the lead. He was always wary of dogs, and this one was large and sleek, with a drooling lower jaw that made it look hungry. He glanced away quickly so as not to attract its attention, the way a child might shut its eyes tight to rid itself of a monster that was threatening it. He kept to the path and stretched his legs, aware that with every step he was moving farther from the road and the street-lights, and deeper into the darkness. After a while it became obvious that the couple were after him. From a dozen yards, Daud saw the man start to grin. He threw dignity to the winds and fled, the dog panting and leaping behind him. He heard the man laugh and then whistle for the dog to come back. When he reached the little bridge that straddled the stream, which was the boundary of the rec, Daud stopped and called down a round of curses and plagues on the man. He had not seen him properly, only a glimpse of a skinny figure in an overcoat, with greying hair slicked back like an unfunny parody of a silent-movie star, but he was sure God would have no difficulty identifying him. He had probably come across him before.

He heard the cathedral bells tolling nine as he reached his door. He let himself in, holding his breath and then allowing the air to enter his lungs in small pockets. The landlord believed in piano keys but was very reluctant to have the rotten floor-boards seen to. Daud had even openly questioned his belief: How can you say you believe in the co-existence of the races, like the black and white keys on a piano, and then exploit me and my people in this way? He had especially enjoyed that my people, and had watched the man squirm with shame and anguish, confident that his floor-boards would be fixed. But the landlord had controlled his pain in some way, and confessed to Daud that he could not get the repairs done unless he received a little more rent.

Daud switched the television on and sat down in front of it. It was more for the noise and distraction that he put it on, to dispel the grip of misery that the silent house had on him. It did not work; and he heard through the strident music on the television the angry grumbles of his mind as it refused to be silenced so easily.

The thought of the letters he needed to write reproached him with its habitual and irresistible force. With it came the memory of what he had left behind, and he felt resolve wobbling, and wondered if the habit of endurance had made him uncritical and self-deluding. Flashes of warm golden beaches appeared in his mind, although he was often unsure if the image were not one he had culled from brochures of other lands. He could not resist the romance and drama of his isolation, and he felt himself giving way. He remembered the walk to school, and felt himself straining for every step, for a picture of the shops and the people he would have passed. Then he knew he had gone too far as the faces of old friends came to chide him with his neglect.

He rarely heard from anybody, and he was happy with that. Letters from old friends were always full of an optimism about England that he found embarrassing. They were so far removed from the humiliating truth of his life that they could be taken for mockery, although he knew that was not so. For they had done a good job, he thought, those who had gone to take the torch of wisdom and learning to the benighted millions of Africa. They had left a whole age group hankering for the land that had produced their teachers. Poor Rabearivelo, the Malagasy poet, had committed suicide when he failed to get to France. It was enough to make you laugh, Daud thought, until you read his poems. And then you wondered how a mind like that could be so easily eaten. He hated getting letters from his friends, and dreaded having to reply. He found himself cultivating an eccentric style when he wrote to them, in the hope that they would be too embarrassed about his decline to be able to reply. His father’s generation was safe. They had been born while the memory of a time without Europeans was still fresh in people’s minds, before the grin of empire had filled the rest with the self-despising anxiety of frightened men.
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Daud leant against the wall in the ophthalmic theatre, counting the seconds as they ticked past him. A few feet from him, two student nurses cowered against the same wall, masked and terrified. This was their first day and they stood exactly where the Sister had told them to stand and did not even whisper to each other. Daud glanced at them, indulged an admiration for their lovely forms, and then returned to the passing seconds. They glanced at him and wondered who he was, wearing a frilly cap and wellington boots, and looking as if he had nothing to do. The surgeon glanced at him too before continuing with his yachting tale, made uneasy by something in the way that Daud stood. Unlike the young nurses, he knew that Daud was a theatre orderly who had a tendency to give himself critical airs. His poses, the surgeon thought, made him look ridiculous. Once or twice he had seen Daud leaning against the wall reading a book, which he thought was a bit much in an ophthalmic theatre.

Sister Wilhelmina Shelton (Jamaica and Brent) was in charge that afternoon. She glowered over her mask, looking for something to do. Her eyes rested on Daud and smiled. He raised his eyebrows at her and pretended to be nodding off to sleep, sliding gently along the tiled wall as if he would end in a heap on the floor. She flashed a warning and glanced quickly at the surgeon. She had had something of a soft spot for him since he had told her that she reminded him of his mother. He enjoyed working with her because she was always provoking the surgeons and laughing at everybody. He had often been tempted to ask her how she came to be where she was, such a long way from home. But she might ask him the same question and then where would he begin? She was a short, plump black woman with a pleasant smile and a combative edge in her voice. When he first met her she looked at him with aloof disdain, warning him to keep his distance and not hurl himself at her just because he was black. At the first opportunity on their own he had called her Auntie, just to please her. She snorted with contempt at his brazen flattery but he could see the laughter in her eyes.

She was kind to him in those early weeks and he was grateful. He had needed as much help as he could get then. The sight and smell of bodies being opened up had revolted and sickened him. He had no idea that bodies bled like that, or smelt like that. Most of all he resented that circumstances had forced him to find out, had humbled him to such an extent. His job included cleaning the dirty theatre after use, and scrubbing the pus and whey off the instruments and the furniture. Those were his simplest duties, and the ones he had been started on when he began working there. It was still what he did most of the time, although occasionally he was allowed to hold the surgeon’s hand or wipe a Hippocratic brow. His list of tasks also included shaving the patients’ pubic hair should he be directed to do so. It was not a fate that had yet befallen him, but one he dreaded. The thought of handling a bunch of decrepit cobblers filled him with revulsion, and he was afraid he would accidentally cut the patient. He did not even know where he would begin if he was asked to shave a woman.

Sister Wilhelmina Shelton cupped her hand to her mask, indicating that she wanted him to go to tea. He stopped counting, having got to three thousand two hundred and twenty, which meant that there were still three thousand seven hundred and eighty seconds to go before he finished work, and levered himself off the wall. The Sister glowered at the two nurses and nodded for them to follow him. He waited for them outside the theatre door, in case they did not know where to go. He did not realise how stiffly he was holding himself, as if expecting a rebuff. The two nurses took their masks off, their eyes bright with embarrassment. They smiled at each other and took deep, exaggerated breaths. They were both wearing the frilly hats that women staff used to cover all their hair. He wore one as well, or sometimes two, because he knew it irritated the Superintendent, Mr Solomon. He wished Student Nurse Mason was not wearing one. He thought her face so beautiful that it made his chest ache.

‘Do you know where the rest room is?’ he asked her.

She shook her head but it would not have mattered. He did not intend to abandon her yet. He started to walk away slightly ahead of them. As he turned to say something about the ophthalmic theatre, he saw out of the corner of his eye that he was still wearing a mask. He reached up hurriedly to remove it and thought he saw a flash of amusement in her eyes.

‘That was typical of the eye theatre,’ he said, making cheerful conversation. ‘Very little happens and you’re lucky if you can stay awake. Have you had a good first day?’ This time she smiled and nodded slightly, discouraging his interest. She turned to her companion, and exchanged the briefest look with her. Daud thought he recognised it. It was a look that asked for commiseration, that flashed a warning about the creature in their midst. He felt himself stiffening with resentment. They darted away from him as soon as they reached the rest room, joining other students who were starting in other theatres on the same day. He saw her take her cap off, and noticed that her hair was coiled up and tied at the back of her head in a bun. She sat quietly among her animated companions, seeming older than most of them, he thought. She seemed uncomfortable. Nobody looked in his direction. He left quickly, embarrassed by the way they all ignored him. She followed him out into the corridor, thinking that the break was over. ‘No, you have fifteen minutes,’ he said. ‘Can you find your own way back?’ He saw a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes, then she shook her head and followed him.

He saw her around in the next few days, and saw how quickly she was making friends with the regular theatre nurses. One day, a few days after first meeting her, she spoke to him. She asked him to get something for her. She had rushed out of a theatre with the surgeon’s demands for a protractor ringing in her ears. She saw him strolling past, a newspaper tucked under his arm, making for the rest room. She knew he was an orderly, or as one of the staff nurses had said, a kind of glorified cleaner.

‘Can you go and get me a protractor?’ she said, and he walked right past her, as if she had not uttered a word, as if she was not there at all. ‘Excuse me, can you get me a protractor?’ she called out, and regretted the hint of desperation in her voice. She saw him stop and turn to look at her, and then start to walk back. She was not to know that the newspaper under his arm contained an article analysing the previous winter’s disastrous tour of Australia by the West Indian cricket team. He had glanced at it before he left home, and memories of those screaming, demented Aussies tormenting and taunting the poor lads in maroon caps had flooded back. He had had to force himself to start off for work at all, let alone be civil to some heartless, mindless Colonel’s daughter who was demanding a protractor from him like he was the club punkah-wallah.

‘What do you mean, protractor? What protractor? We don’t keep protractors,’ he said. ‘Do you mean retractor?’

‘Yes,’ she said, relieved that it existed.

He showed her where the retractors were and went off while she was still trying to force a Thank you past her lips. He sat in the rest room and read the grisly details of the Australian tour, a tragedy that he found to be almost more than flesh and blood could bear. In any case, the open-mouthed emergency look irritated him. He would not have thought, in the first few minutes after meeting S/N Mason outside the eye theatre, that there was anything she could do to irritate him. But these things happen, he consoled himself. Life is like that. And sad though it was to see such a gift of nature turning corrosive and rejecting his feeble homage, it would not make him sour. He would still go on enjoying her beautiful face and her body of lavish grace.

It was his last day at work before a month of night-duty, and the custom was to allow the condemned wretch some degree of freedom during these last hours. Daud lounged in the rest room for as long as he could, accepting, with what he thought was a heroic stoicism, the commiserations of those who knew his fate. There were some advantages to a month of night-duty. The money was better and there was more time off, but Daud hated being forced to sleep during the day and eat sandwiches in the middle of the night. The nights were long and boring. Nothing happened except occasionally some unfortunate who had fallen down a mine shaft or plunged his head into a hungry piece of machinery was brought in to be poked about and messed around by the doctors until he died. There was always, of course, the possibility of an emergency Caesarean when the hospital would at last come into its own. Doctors would bark down the telephones, midwives would strut into the theatre and shift the furniture so that their view of the baby’s entry into the world would not be impeded. The anaesthetist would check and double-check his drugs and gases and the nurses would remember again the sense of vocation that had sent them into the profession. Daud would know that the patient would be heavier than most other patients, and that lifting her on to the table would be more difficult. There would also be a lot more blood about as the surgeon slashed his way into the uterus. The baby, though, was always nice when it came out. He had seen the most hardened cynics in theatres turn suddenly human at the sight of that snuffling slug, and break into smiles and applause.

He would have refused night-duty if it had been an option, as it was for the nurses. The orderlies had no choice. At the end of the month he always felt a little crazy and his stomach was in a mess. It was as if he had been hidden away and the world had passed him by. He returned to it with a sense of having missed, something, of having wasted time. All the books he would have promised himself to read during the empty hours he would not have read. All the letters he had intended to write would still be buzzing in his head. Dear Theatre Superintendent, he began. I greet you, Ineffable Solomon. An orderly is an orderly, and little can be done about that. I write simply to register a protest concerning your cruel rule that I should have to do a month of night-duty. I am of a sensitive disposition, and I find the solitariness of those long nights turns me into a hysterical paranoid. I cannot promise not to run amok in the plaster store.

He checked to see who would be on duty on his first night: Sister Wintour and Staff Nurse Chattan. Both were night-duty veterans and could be relied upon to disappear for several hours sometime during the night. Any possibility of conversation, which the long empty hours invited, was unthinkable with those two professionals. The Staff Nurse usually made a little effort to hold up a conversation, less out of interest, Daud thought, than out of a misplaced notion of what politeness required. The Sister, he knew, would have no such silly concern. She would talk for half an hour about her latest dinner party and then retire to the doctors’ rest room for a long snooze.

When he turned up for work the following Monday, it was in the expectation of a quiet and cosy night, boring and uneventful, like spending an afternoon with relatives at home. The sense of being incarcerated in a futuristic tomb did not usually strike him until the third or fourth night. He discovered as soon as he arrived at work that his expectations were to be disappointed. Staff Nurse Chattan, alias the Dodo because she came from Mauritius, the last and only home of that now extinct creature, had suffered a serious attack of venereal phlebitis, requiring that she spend a day and a night helping at the wedding of her younger sister which was being held at the family manse in Tooting SW17. Her relief for the night was a student nurse.

‘Morgan or Moore or something. She’s been in theatres for forty-eight hours and they’ve forced her to do nights. It’s disgraceful. Just because they’re too bloody lazy to do …’

‘Mason,’ Daud said. ‘And she’s been here two weeks. Her father’s a Colonel in the Coldstream Guards.’

‘Really,’ said the Sister, wary and watchful, but suddenly raising the register. ‘This is not one of your little fibs, is it?’

They found S/N Mason in the rest room, looking as if she expected someone to give her something to do. ‘Catherine Mason, isn’t it?’ the Sister asked. ‘I’m Sister Angela Wintour and this is Daud, our orderly. Although I gather you’ve already met … Now there’s quite a lot to do, so we’ll have coffee first of all. Daud tells me that your father is a Colonel in the Coldstreams. You must have seen a lot of travelling … although less, of course, since the pull-out east of Suez. We were in the other army, doing mission work in Eastern Nigeria. My son was born there.’

Plucky devil, Daud thought.

‘I was talking to Bernard Findlay the other day … Do you know him? Oh, I must get you to meet him. Next time he comes to dinner … He’s wonderfully expert on the Army. He was Chaplain in something now, the Gurkhas or one of the Frontier Corps. Native troops but I can’t remember the regiment. He was saying that there is this remarkable connection between mission work and the Army. It appears that most missionaries came from military families, including himself, and certainly my husband. Isn’t that a remarkable connection?’

Daud watched the results of his handiwork with complacent glee. Catherine Mason was too polite to tell the Sister that she was mad, and Wintour was too thoroughly in her stride to notice the look of bewilderment on the young woman’s face. After a while, even the Sister’s suspicions were raised and several knowing looks were directed at Daud. She consoled herself with a ritual account of her last dinner party: terrine of veal farcé, devilled poisson accompanied by countless salads, and flambeaux pastries washed down with an ancient Sauternes. The Sister liked to make a bit of a show of her dinners, and had tantalised Daud several times with vague invitations to come and eat with us some time, all of which had come to nothing. He was always happy to offer suggestions whenever she chose to consult him, though. The curried mussels were his idea, as was the papaya and mozzarella flan for a troublesome vegetarian guest. It was soon clear that the dinner had exhausted Sister Wintour. She found herself so tired that she was forced to retire to the doctors’ rest room for a while.

‘Coffee?’ suggested Daud as he got up to put the kettle on.

‘When did my father join the Army?’ Catherine asked, smiling to show that she could take a joke. ‘He was a conscientious objector when he was called up for National Service, you know. I don’t think he would take kindly to being described as a Colonel in the Coldstream Guards.’

‘What’s wrong with the Coldstream Guards? Is your father a communist?’ he asked.

He saw her face waver between a frown and a sneer – was he a shit or a dunce? ‘Well, he’s not in the Guards, anyway,’ she said, ignoring his question. ‘The Sister said your name was … Daud? Is that right? Where do you come from?’

‘Do you take sugar?’ he asked.

‘No,’ she said, and burst out with a sudden, loud chuckle. ‘Why did you say that? About my father being a Colonel? I know you were only teasing the Sister, but what made you think of the military?’

‘It was the way you said protractor,’ he said. ‘It sounded like a Colonel’s daughter.’

‘Really? Did it sound posh?’ she asked, laughing with surprise.

‘Very posh! As if you were addressing the club punkah-wallah,’ he added since he guessed that she liked this image of herself.

‘Punkah-wallah sounds colonial,’ she said, sensing that he was laughing at her.

‘Only the best colonial could’ve said protractor like that.’

‘That was so stupid! Rushing out like that without listening properly,’ she went on, changing the drift of the conversation, and making a face. She spoke in a different voice, one that insisted on not being laughed at. ‘It could have been important. Instead I just ran out and cried for help … which I almost didn’t receive.’

He stopped pouring water into the mugs of coffee and looked at her from under lowered eyebrows. ‘I can’t take criticism,’ he said.

‘All right then,’ she said after a moment, smiling. ‘Notice how politely I’m asking the question, which means you have to give a helpful answer. What am I supposed to do here? Can you show me?’

‘Drink your coffee. It’s only your second cup and you’ll have plenty more yet.’

‘Is this all that happens?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ he said, grinning at her. ‘Unless somebody falls sick. You can go to sleep, of course. Everybody does.’ He told himself to calm down, not to strain so much with the jolly conversation. That was the least likely way of persuading her to like him, and he knew now that he wanted her to think him smart and pleasant. It was nothing so deliberate as a campaign to win her. She looked too secure and self-confident to be the kind of English woman who would respond with anything but fastidious alarm if he showed interest in her, he thought. He liked the way she looked at ease, and the light in her face when Sister Wintour was making a monkey of herself. He liked the stillness in her blue eyes as she listened to him talk, and admired her unflurried replies. He suspected that the assurance was partly a hoax, a manner; but he was still made envious. It was as if she spoke without calculation, although he knew this could not be so.

She gave him a little nod as he handed her the coffee. ‘Anyway, I thought night-duty in theatres meant coping with terrible emergencies. Accidents and minor catastrophes and things like that. I didn’t expect things to be this relaxed.’

‘Sometimes it gets very dramatic,’ he said. ‘Most of the time it’s quiet … sorting out the shelves, changing the gas cylinders, packing instruments, generally re-stocking for the day. How long are you on for?’

‘Only one night,’ she said, folding her legs under her and curling up a little in the chair. ‘Then it’s back to days.’

‘You don’t like it in theatres?’ he asked.

She made a mildly disgusted face, and they shared a smile.

Daud’s prediction turned out to be correct, and nothing dramatic happened. The Sister appeared now and then to replenish her cup, or to complain about some chore that the day staff had not performed, but otherwise left them to lounge the night away drinking coffee and talking. She talked about her parents and about her year at the hospital. He told her about his home, going on and on, he thought afterwards.

‘What made you decide to be a nurse?’ he asked her. She looked at him for a moment longer than she needed to. He saw the blue of her eyes turn darker, and she looked in some pain. ‘You don’t have to bother answering that,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘No, no,’ she protested. ‘It’s just complicated.’

‘Well, tell me another time,’ he said.

‘I’ll tell you now. Don’t make such a fuss. Why should you think I wouldn’t want to answer? I didn’t expect you to ask, that’s all. Nobody has since I’ve been here. I wanted to be a nurse, I think. For the same reasons that everybody else does … My mother tells me that even as a child my favourite game was playing nurses. When I was thinking of it as a career … vocation,’ she corrected herself with a smile, ‘I told myself that I was not going to be romantic about it. I was not going to expect to have to care for a handsome pilot or a quiet, intense young poet. But I think that’s exactly what I have been expecting – you know, the kind of thing you read about in teenage novels, romantic intrigue in the hushed light of a ward at night. You see, you’re laughing.’

‘You hate nursing, I can tell,’ he said.

‘Of course I don’t hate nursing,’ she objected, laughing. ‘It’s a bit boring, the work is hard and dirty, the hours are too long and the money’s terrible. Why should I hate nursing, for God’s sake? But I think my father was disappointed.’

‘The Colonel,’ he said. ‘Let me guess. He wanted you to be … er … a physicist.’

‘He’s not a Colonel. He’s a solicitor. And he wanted me to study music, not physics,’ she said. He winced from the rebuke in her voice. Perhaps the Colonel joke had had its run, he agreed. Or perhaps she had resented it from the very first, and now felt the time had come to lay it to rest. ‘He’d encouraged me for years. He used to say I had talent in music but I could never believe him. I couldn’t take it seriously. Nobody else I knew was bothered. I think I was afraid of being exposed, of turning out to be just another mediocrity. My brother thought I was. Richard … he’s the star of our family. Shall I tell you about him?’

‘Yes, do,’ he said. He watched her as she talked, and wondered if he should feel his pulse to see if he was falling in love. Not your type, he admonished himself, remembering other rebuffs.

‘Richard’s a solicitor too,’ she said. ‘He runs a Legal Aid clinic in east London. He’s always busy … involved in a crucial test case or something like that, you know. Really enjoys his work, and works very hard at it. I lived with them for a while, him and his girlfriend Chris, before I came down here. He used to treat my musical accomplishments as something of a joke, turning up the volume on his radio when I was practising, that kind of thing. Or complaining that he couldn’t get his work done with all the noise. My mother used to make me stop, because Richard’s work was important. Then when things had quietened down, and I was sitting in a corner sulking, he used to sneak away from his work to come and gloat.’

He sounds charming, Daud thought, hearing the sense of inadequacy in her voice.

‘We didn’t really get on then,’ she said, and from the way she smiled he guessed that this was an understatement. ‘But things are much better now.’

‘Does he approve of you being a nurse?’ he asked, wondering if he should have kept quiet. She wondered too, looking at him before being seduced by an intimacy prompted by the lateness of the hour.

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I don’t think he approves of me. No, that sounds pathetic. I don’t think I want to talk about Richard after all.’

‘Time for another coffee and a change of subject then,’ he said. ‘Unless you plan to go to supper, in which case you have twenty minutes before the dining room shuts.’

‘Oh God, you must be joking. It’s nearly two o’clock. I can’t eat that stuff at this time of night.’

‘Exactly! Another coffee coming up, then,’ he said, rising.

‘No thanks,’ she said. ‘I think I’ll go and check what the Sister is up to. I don’t want her to think that I’ve abandoned her. I’ll probably find out later that she has to write a report on me. Maybe later on.’

He felt worse than he knew he should, as if he had made a fool of himself in front of her. He realised with her departure that he had been feeling elated by the openness with which they had been talking, and had been misled into asking that prying question. He knew what would happen now. She would avoid him because she had shown too much of herself. She would shun him for the intrusion into her life. At such moments, he thought, they resented him more for being a foreigner, as if he had touched their inner selves with unclean and leprous hands. He hated most of all the unspoken rebuke that he had been trying to gain some kind of advantage.

She came back sooner than he expected, and he was almost too angry to worry about the reasons. He saw the regret in her eyes, and the way her lips pressed together as if to check the torrent that would burst from her mouth. He was distant to her at first. What a carry on, just because he asked a question. It was obvious that she was embarrassed by his hostility, but she went on talking, and he responded, if only to prevent a complete disaster. They were more watchful now, without the freedom of earlier in the night. The Sister took her away towards morning, to help with the packing for the day’s cases. Daud went into the instruments room once, but he was in the way, and did not like the amused glint in the Sister’s eyes. Catherine was not around when he was ready to go off duty. The Sister had let her off early.

He knew she would not be on duty the following night, but he went to work looking forward to seeing her. The Dodo might have collapsed after her exertions on her sister’s behalf. Tooting might have been cut off by a transport strike, or be in the middle of a reign of terror by the A-team, making movement difficult and travel impossible. But the Dodo was there, skinny and cheerful as always, her gold teeth flashing with pleasure at the sight of Daud.

‘Did you enjoy your holiday in Mauritius?’ he asked her.

‘Stupid boy, I only gone to Tooting, to my girlie sister’s wedding,’ she said, giggling with indestructible silliness. ‘Look what I brought you. I knew you were on, so I saved you some halwa and ladhoo.’

‘You been in Tootingji,’ he said, imitating her voice. ‘Is it safe with all the hubshi there? They always be thinking of only one thing when they see a woman, you know.’

‘Ignorant boy, we all black in this country,’ she said, and laughed with enough force to convince anyone that she was lying.
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The buds on the chestnut trees in the hospital drive were now fully open in early summer. He walked down the avenue and turned his back on the portico tower above the main entrance of the hospital. The grass verges along the drive were wet with morning dew. Daud glanced once over his shoulder because the prospect of the huge trees always pleased him. He crossed into St Jerome Street, a quiet road with neat little houses on either side. The order and the neatness appealed to him, as a condition he would only ever be able to admire, he thought, but never achieve. He had once seen a man down this street picking up pieces of dried dog-shit with a pair of tongs, sniffing them and putting them in a dustpan. When he realised that Daud was staring at him, he glared back an angry challenge. Daud had envied him the passion that he had brought to such a task.

The street turned sharply, and he glanced behind him again before crossing the road. He was a tall man, but slim and light like a distance runner. The clothes he wore did not fit him very well, nor were they clean. The large yellow jumper had shrunk at the back and was pulled out of shape at the elbows. He tugged the back of it down whenever he remembered. His green trousers carried the tide-marks of months of dirt. With his close-cropped hair and untidy stubble, he gave an impression of hard-headedness, a fact of which he was unaware.

It shamed him that his clothes were always so dirty. He had, after all, been brought up by a mother whose regard for hygiene bordered on the religious. There were times when he wallowed in delicious remorse, seeing his squalor as an eloquent manifestation of his decline. At the beginning of every week he promised himself that he would wash all his clothes, mend the hems of his trousers and stitch the buttons back on his shirts. On occasions he soaked his clothes in a bucket of soapy water for a few days and then rinsed them. Sometimes the few days extended to a lot of days, and he daily avoided the stinking bucket and its gradually thickening contents. He always had to concede defeat in the end, and plunge his hands into the glue, and try to rub the stink off. Your uncle gave his life to defend the empire from the yellow peril, he lectured himself on these occasions, and you wallow in the stink of rotting clothes. Was his sacrifice, and that of his comrades in the King’s African Rifles, for nothing?

In the mornings after night-duty, despite the long, sleepless hours, he always felt that he was the one who was fresh, while the people he met looked tired and full of sleep. He watched out for the smart secretaries because he admired their bodies and the way they decorated and clothed them. He recognised some of them from previous encounters, and was always down-hearted if he failed to catch sight of his current obsession. He passed conventionally attired young men, accountants and solicitors’ assistants, he guessed. Sharp young men with homes to go back to. He envied them their clean jobs, their prosperous futures, and their smart dark jackets.

The traffic was thick and swift on the road by the common, the drivers gazing ahead of them with grim concentration. Daud waved to a gloomy-looking man with a square face, who was sitting in a brown Maxi, becalmed in the queue of traffic. The man looked behind him to see whom Daud might have been waving to. Daud waved again, and added a powerful smile. The man shut his eyes, and opened them again, looking ahead. Dear Sir, Daud complained. You don’t know me, that is obvious and no fault of yours. It may therefore come as a surprise to you to hear from me in this way. You look like a fine, generous man to me – a little gloomy perhaps, but kind, most likely. I’m not being facetious. Without another glance I can tell that you will not allow your mother to be taken to an old people’s home when she gets too feeble for the stairs. I would guess that you are either a bowler or a wicket-keeper for your local team. Am I wrong? A noble sport! So how can a man like you, civilised to a fault and warmed by the love of your family, drive past me on this fine morning without a wave, without even asking me who I am, or where I come from or what I am doing here? Don’t you care?

He saw a girl approaching on the other side of the road. She was slim and tall, with a long, pale face. She walked slowly over the bridge, blank-faced and indifferent. She stopped across the road, looking away from him. He was struck by the confidence with which she could seem so cold. There was a hint of arrogance about her wretchedness. He studied her furtively. Her eyes were very dark but with a kind of liquid light in them, as if she was about to burst into tears. She had a small mouth, gathered into the shape of a diamond by the stray lipstick that was smeared and spilling over her upper lip. Her face had an abruptness about it, as if its maker had rushed to complete the lower part. She was wearing a very tight pair of jeans, rolled a little up the calves. Her jacket, faded and grubby, reached down to her thighs and gave her a top-heavy appearance.

As if she had known his presence all along, she looked straight at him. He looked hastily in the other direction, keeping his eyes away from her as he crossed the road. Dear Pale Face, he grumbled. What was that look for? Did you think I was studying you with desire throbbing through my veins? Is that why you looked so amused? Black Boy Lusts After White Flesh: This morning a girl was accosted by a red-eyed black boy on the Kingsmead Bridge. He stormed towards her through raging traffic, oblivious to the cars, goaded by a mad lust. ‘Who am I? What am I doing here?’ he screamed, tormented by a clash of cultures. The girl has asked for her name to be withheld, but the alienated creature’s name is Daud. You have been warned.

On the path across the playing fields, he saw an old man. The man smiled behind his spectacles and said good morning. Daud was always respectful to such men, reminding himself that they had probably killed human beings during the wars, perhaps with bare hands. He replied to the greeting and stepped briskly aside, suppressing a military salute. Dear Corporal, I’ve written several letters this morning already. Some mornings are like that. Only I don’t want you to think that you fooled me for one minute. It’s a clever disguise, but not clever enough. I recognised your face from the Tana River campaign, where I saw you chasing the Mullah’s men out of Bajun country. I hope you haven’t forgotten the lessons you learnt then.

On his first night off he went to the pub where he had arranged to meet Karta. Karta was late, as he usually was, and Daud waited with customary unease as the pub filled up with the Friday night crowd.

‘Chin up,’ Karta said when he arrived, leaning forward and making to chuck Daud under the chin. Daud looked up and smiled with relief. Karta took a step back and opened his arms wide, inviting Daud to admire his costume and appearance.

‘Stunning,’ Daud said, smiling at his friend’s indestructible vanity. ‘You look like a young Harry Belafonte.’ Karta swivelled on one leg, showing Daud a back view and glancing over his shoulder to watch his reaction. He swivelled again and turned to face Daud, a happy smile on his handsome face. He was tall and a little heavy, although his head was small for the size of his shoulders. His belly was beginning to bulge, but he carried this off with casual grace, thrusting out his buttocks and chest whenever he remembered. His voice was deep and rounded, so that even when he was being harsh and strident, it still kept its form. He laughed with a soft, throaty growl. As he did so, he became conscious of it, and cleared his throat before laughing again, trying too hard to make his laughter heard. ‘Eat your heart out, bro,’ he said, thrusting his hips out as he played out his pantomime. Some people close to them in the crowded pub applauded, and Karta acknowledged them with a curt nod.

‘You’re wasting yourself,’ Daud said, leaning back and feeling that a burden had been lifted off his shoulders. ‘You should be modelling for a mail-order catalogue. Nearly a third of their customers are now black, and they’re always looking to fulfil their three per cent.’

‘Don’t be insulting,’ Karta said, then pointed a dramatic forefinger at Daud’s empty glass. ‘Broke again! You should leave that job. I’ll buy you a drink now in case that English Ape turns up.’

‘African hospitality,’ Daud said solemnly when Karta returned with the drinks.

‘I’ll drink to that,’ Karta said just as solemnly. ‘What three per cent?’

‘Wogs in the population.
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