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PART ONE

1936


Chapter One

At one minute to six on the morning of 14 June, 1936, the black chicken on Kate Kingsley’s alarm clock nodded up and down, in time with the ticking of the second hand, as it had done for the past fifteen years with only brief intervals for running repairs. The hour hand had already settled on the six, the minute hand was almost in the centre of the twelve.

The clock had a face painted like a chubby, smiling sun, with broad, wedge-shaped rays fanning out against a blue sky dotted with clouds like white cottage loaves. At the bottom of the clock face, above and on either side of the six, were the black chicken, forever pecking at an invisible grain of corn, and a haughty red and green cockerel with one foot imperiously raised.

The minute hand reached the middle of the twelve and the clock emitted a brief, tinny squawk before Kate’s hand came down on top of it, sentencing it to another twenty-four hours of beaming, pecking silence. This is my last ordinary day here, thought Kate. Tomorrow, everything else begins. She wanted to go, but she didn’t want to leave, and she was quite capable of accommodating these two apparently conflicting impulses. She knew very well that once she was on her way, the second would fade and the first predominate: Kate Kingsley, at twenty, was a very positive young woman.

Now she hitched herself up in bed and stretched her arms above her head. The brilliant East African sun was already sending long, inquisitive darts of golden light round the edges of the curtain on the verandah door. Kate linked her fingers behind her head and looked at her room, her things, beginning the conscious process of separation which would be complete this time tomorrow. There was her gramophone, and all her records piled on the table beside it, along with the box of needles; her bookcase, reflecting her taste from Kate Greenaway to Huxley; her cabinet of horses, beginning with the patchwork pony with purple wool mane and ending with the prancing glass stallion; her chest of drawers and wardrobe, containing the few bits and pieces in which she felt truly at home, and a vast quantity of clothes that she actively disliked; her desk, and the chair with the removable seat and the bedside table which her brother Joe had made in carpentry class – it needed a wad of paper under one leg – with the clock sitting on top of it. The clock, of course, she would take with her.

With detachment, she considered her room and the arrangement of it childish. It hadn’t changed much in all the years it had been hers. She looked forward to a new room in a new place, in which to express the person she now was, with no purple-maned ponies and nursery-rhyme books.

Decisively, Kate pushed back the sheet and swung her feet out of bed on to the rush-matted floor. From the verandah she could hear the rhythmic swish of the houseboy sweeping. Somewhere in the not-so-distant bush a bird whose name she still did not know gave his sad, repetitive oo-oo-oo, with a dying fall.

She pulled her nightgown – a cut-down striped shirt of her father’s – over her head, and walked naked to the chest of drawers. Her straight, thin white figure and fuzz of amber hair were caught briefly in the long mirror on the wardrobe door. Without deliberation, she selected a pair of faded cotton drill trousers and a white blouse from which she had long since removed the Peter Pan collar. To these she added: a striped elastic belt with a metal snake-clasp, a necklace of small coloured wooden beads, and a red and white bandanna which she folded lengthways and tied round her forehead and hair. Finally, she put on a pair of tennis shoes and, without glancing in the mirror, opened the door and stepped out on to the verandah.

Meru was at the far end, just completing the sweeping. He nodded and grinned gappily, his discoloured teeth jutting randomly and at odd angles from his pink gums like rocks in some ancient stone circle.

‘Jambo, Miss Kate.’

‘Jambo, Meru.’

He disappeared round the corner of the house, his once-white Chilprufe singlet flapping. Kate walked along the verandah in the opposite direction. The early morning air smelt of dryness, dust and tinder-brittle grass and foliage, everything scorched but for the moment still cool after the night. Flowering shrubs and herbaceous borders edged the expanse of desiccated yellow lawn. On the far side stood Joe’s cricket stumps, a little drunkenly, since the holes had been re-used too often and were now over-large.

Kate thought she would go and see the puppies, the bastard offspring born to Thea’s cross-bred bitch Dora just four days ago. Jack had made mother and pups an enclosed run under the verandah on the sheltered west side of the house. There were five dogs altogether on the Kingsley farm. In the pen near the driveway gate lived the guard dogs, two Rhodesian ridgebacks and an alsatian. Allowed in the house (on sufferance only, by Jack) were Thea’s two dogs – her Staffordshire bull terrier, Cornet, and Dora, a more recent acquisition. Dora was a yellow and white labrador-spaniel cross, with a melting expression and an uncontrollable sex drive.

The puppies were quiet this morning as Kate jumped down the two wooden steps on to the grass. She saw the first little body lying in the sunshine about a foot from the chain-link wire that Jack had nailed up. She thought at first the puppy was asleep, but then she saw that the wire had been ripped back from its nail at one corner, revealing a dark, gaping hole. The puppies’ silence was suddenly sinister. She bent over the puppy on the grass. It was dead, its tiny, blunt head almost severed from its body. It was so small and lifeless it looked like a little beanbag that someone had thrown down.

Kate pulled back the remaining wire. The massacre was total. The killer had been not just thorough, but frenzied. The bodies of Dora and her remaining three pups lay scattered about in the gloom. The hard-packed earth was sticky with blood. Dora herself lay on her back, nearest the wire. Her murderer must have called some hours ago, for she was stiff, her legs jutting from her body, flies humming round her open mouth. Down the length of her white stomach was a rent from which her guts spilled in a gleaming, serpentine pile. She looked as if she had been thrown forcibly backwards before the coup de grâce had been administered, and Kate silently saluted her for the brave fight she had undoubtedly put up. Kate did not cry: she had seen worse things, but rarely one which made her so angry. There was simply nothing left of all the life and warmth that had been there the day before.

She ducked her head back out, picked up the flaccid little corpse and placed it with the others, and hooked back the chain-link wire. She sat there on her heels for a second, the early morning sun beating with gathering strength on her back.

It was then that she had the powerful sensation of being watched. Along with the sun there was another beam being directed at her, as unmistakable as a tap on the shoulder. Without rising, she glanced behind her. There was no one there, but she caught a movement, no more than a ripple, amongst the shrubs behind the cricket stumps.

She rose, smoothly: nothing too sudden, not too much curiosity or bravado, wait and see. She concentrated on that little patch of green, fifty yards away from where, she had no doubt, another pair of eyes was fixed on her with equal intensity.

She did not have to wait long. Halfway along the flowerbed, where the shrubs gave way to Thea’s lovingly tended delphiniums and michaelmas daisies, the visitor appeared. He emerged from amongst the flowers like a dictator from a group of sycophants, his front feet planted knuckles-down on the dried-out grass.

He was a huge, old, ugly baboon, standing over three feet at the shoulder. His wedge-shaped face with its broad, creased snout, and fierce little eyes set piercingly close together, wore an expression of disdainful hostility. A thick mane of grizzled hair hung almost to the ground from his powerful shoulders. As Kate watched, he stretched his neck and drew back his lips over yellow teeth in a silent laugh.

Kate’s brain raced. Baboons were social animals, usually moving in large, structured groups with carefully observed hierarchies. But this one was on his own. So he was a rogue and an outcast, probably a former group leader nearing the end of his life. She had no doubt he was the killer.

He sat back on his haunches and picked at some parasite among the paler hair on his chest, studying it and then transferring it to his mouth with one surprisingly delicate front paw. Then he turned and began to slow-march away from Kate, tail aloft, the single beady eye of his narrow arse staring back at her.

‘Murderer!’ Kate’s scream cut a slash through the sunny silence. ‘Damn cowardly murderer!’

The baboon half-turned with a coughing sound, showing his yellow teeth again, afraid but fierce. Kate was halfway across the grass. She knew what to do, they’d had trouble with baboons stealing things from camp on safari. They didn’t like noise, or direct attack. She pulled up one of the cricket stumps as she ran and hurled it at him like a javelin. It glanced off his back and he sprang into the air, landing straight-legged. He looked terrifying at close quarters, but Kate thought of his yellow teeth tearing the puppies, and his skinny paws clutching Dora by the throat, and ripping open her stomach.

‘Bloody murderer!’ Kate had not been reared in an environment where delicacy of speech counted for much.

She pulled up another stump, and then the third, scoring a direct hit with each one. He began to back off, chattering, his eyes cold and angry. Behind Kate others appeared, alerted by the noise, but she paid them no attention. She picked up a stone from the edge of the flowerbed and threw it at the retreating animal with the whippy wrist action that had caused many a run-out. It caught the baboon on the back of the head and he yelped and began to canter away. She pelted stones after him in a vengeful ecstasy.

‘Bastard! Bastard, ugly brute!’

Grinning and breathless, she turned to see the rest of the family dotted about like participants in a game of grandmother’s footsteps. Immediately behind her was her twelve-year-old brother, Joe, looking at her with amused astonishment. Advancing behind him was Jack Kingsley, brisk and inquisitorial. On the verandah stood Thea, in a towelling robe and fluffy slippers. At the corner of the house, peering round anxiously, were Meru and the Kikuyu cook Jela, with a couple of goggle-eyed totos.

‘What in heaven’s name was all that about?’ asked Jack. He was dressed and freshly shaved, and had probably been having breakfast.

‘It was a great big nasty baboon,’ said Kate. ‘Didn’t you see?’

‘No, I didn’t. Where did he go?’

‘There.’ She pointed. ‘I hit him with a stone.’

‘Good girl. What, enough to hurt him?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘He’ll be back.’ Jack looked his foster-daughter up and down with dour admiration. ‘Is it all right with you if I finish my breakfast?’

‘Of course.’

‘Thank you.’ He began to walk back towards the house.

Joe came up to Kate. ‘Kate Kingsley, white hunter,’ he murmured, then rode the push she gave him and added: ‘I say, where are my stumps?’

‘Oh, sorry, I chucked them at the baboon. They’re somewhere over there.’

‘Decent of you to tell me . . .’ Joe waded in among the delphiniums to retrieve the stumps. The servants drifted back to work, the drama over. Thea was in the middle of the lawn now, idly pulling at some spindly weed at her feet. The bull terrier Cornet had waddled after her and was standing bandy-legged at her side, his tongue lolling from his mouth, his eyes slits in his smooth bullet-head. Suddenly he began to sniff, and then to make his way over to the run beneath the verandah.

‘Cornet!’ Kate called him, but he was inflexible. Idly, Thea began to follow him. Kate ran over to her. ‘Thea, don’t.’

‘Hallo, darling. Heavens, what a start to the day.’

‘Don’t go over there for a minute.’

‘But I want to see the puppies.’ Ahead of them, Cornet whined and scratched at the earth beneath the wire.

‘That baboon got Dora and the puppies.’ Circumlocution was not one of Kate’s faults. Thea whitened.

‘What?’

‘I found them about half an hour ago. He must have done it during the night. That’s why I made such a din when I saw him.’

‘Oh my God.’ Thea began to hurry towards the run. Kate caught her sleeve.

‘I wouldn’t, honestly.’

‘Nonsense, they’ll attract flies,’ said Thea, pulling away, but Kate could guess at the tears in her eyes.

She let go and went to sit on the steps. It was hot now. Two tiny brilliant firefinches were dust-bathing not three yards away. Kate watched the bright glitter of their wings and listened to the rustling and scraping of Thea seeing for herself.

Cornet came back first and settled down with a little groan at Kate’s feet, his head on his paws. Then Thea sat down on the step by Kate. She smelt of talcum powder, but there was a bloodstain on the blue, fluffy edge of her slipper. Kate didn’t look at her, but put out a hand and squeezed her knee.

Thea covered the hand briefly with her own. ‘Poor, poor Dora,’ she said. And then: ‘I must go and get one of the totos to dispose of all that mess.’

‘I’ll do it,’ said Kate. ‘You’re not dressed.’

‘I know, it’s disgraceful, isn’t it, and I’ve been awake for ages, too.’ She ran her hands backwards through her tangle of black hair. Eighteen years’ hard labour in East Africa had altered, but not extinguished, Thea Kingsley’s beauty. The tanned skin of her arms, and of her ankles beneath the dressing-gown, was patterned with small scars from bites and scratches and everyday accidents, and a web of little lines had appeared round her eyes. But at forty-four her hair was still gypsy-black, her tall figure straight and slim, her manner one of unforced gaiety and optimism. Though she seldom wore make-up, and her clothes were mostly old and unfashionable, she would have drawn admiring glances in any smart European city. And her trump card was that she couldn’t have cared less. Kate was suddenly, piercingly aware of how much she would miss her, and it made her brusque.

‘Who shall I tell to do the clearing up?’ Kate stood up briskly.

Thea shielded her eyes with one hand. ‘Oh Lor’, I don’t know . . . what on earth’s Joe doing in my flowers? Joe!’

‘Fetching his cricket stumps. Who?’

‘Um . . .’ Thea re-addressed herself to the problem. ‘Not Meru, he’s terribly squeamish. Ask Jim, why don’t you?’ Jim was the gardener. ‘Get him to bury them somewhere out of the way where this one won’t dig them up.’

‘Rightie-o.’

Thea smiled up at her foster-daughter. Against the sun, Kate’s shock of hair sprang out from her bandanna like some wild, glowing halo, though she made an eccentric angel. ‘Bless you, Kate,’ said Thea. ‘What am I going to do without you?’

‘Plenty, I expect. Go and get dressed, I’ll see to it.’

Kate went round the corner of the house to the kitchen door. Meru and Jela were standing there, gossiping. ‘Where’s Jim?’ asked Kate. ‘Meru, go and get on, please.’

‘Watering,’ volunteered Jela. The mouthwatering aroma of frying bacon wafted from the kitchen behind him. Jela was a first-class exponent of every classic English dish from bacon and egg to summer pudding, though he himself lived exclusively on maize posho.

‘Asante.’ Kate sought out Jim, by means of following the hosepipe attached to the kitchen tap. Thea had constantly told Jim that waterering plants in the morning was a waste of time since all the moisture was sucked up by the sun in a matter of minutes. But it was an operation which held a magical fascination for Jim. The turning on of the tap, the invisible flow of the water along the pipe, the sense of power to be enjoyed by placing one’s finger over the mouth of the pipe so that the water jetted wherever you wanted it – all these were an endless source of pleasure to him.

Now his tall, stork-like figure was to be seen in the vegetable patch, directing the arc of water from the hose on to a row of already saturated lettuces. Apart from the watering, it was Jim’s special talent to care for the garden while never actually being seen to do so. Kate’s enduring picture of him was that of a lanky black statue standing motionless and laconic in his horticultural setting, usually accompanied by one or more of his insignia of office – spade, rake, edging shears – but rarely using any of them. He was a Masai, with that tribe’s characteristic up-tilted profile, and an expression of unassailable hauteur which was probably, in Kate’s view, just sloth and indifference. He had originally attached himself to the household by simply maintaining a presence until work was found for him to do, but why he had done so remained a mystery. For one thing, the Masai were not traditionally cultivators of the land, but shepherds, and nomadic. Secondly, it was considered sufficient for a young man, a moran, to bask in his maleness while others worked. A side-effect of this cult of the male was that Jim, when he had first arrived, had been all-too-visibly masculine, with parts that swung like an elephant’s trunk and could be clearly seen from behind as he walked. In the interests of visitors whose sensibilities might be more refined than the Kingsleys’, the problem of Jim’s ‘wedding tackle’, as Jack called it, had to be faced. Thea had at last persuaded him to go at least partially clad, and now he wore his usual daytime uniform of a pair of cast-off khaki shorts of Jack’s. They sat precariously on Jim’s narrow hips, the wide legs flapping round his knees.

Now Kate unleashed a brisk volley of kitchen Swahili in his direction, killing several birds with one stone, chastising him for the indiscriminate watering, telling him to turn off the tap and not simply leave the hose trickling on the ground, and issuing orders concerning the dead dogs. He listened with an expression of ineffable disdain, but Kate wasn’t fooled. She knew that Jim was almost pathologically idle, and only the sharpest and most direct approach would spur him to action. ‘Yes?’ she concluded, making a hurry-up motion with her hand. ‘Get on with it.’

She literally stood over him as he strolled, with a studiedly degagé air, back to the kitchen door, and stood two feet from the tap telling the hard-pressed Jela, who was cutting bread at the table, to do it for him. A heated exchange began, which Kate cut short.

‘Jim! The tap – off! Get on with the job now.’ It was never clear how much English Jim understood, but he responded to her tone of voice. Sulkily, he twisted the tap, smarting under Jela’s delighted, face-splitting grin. He then came to stand before Kate, like an attenuated ebony marionette, his long hands and arms dangling at his sides. His hooded eyes gave nothing away.

‘Come with me.’ She led him round to the other side of the house and showed him the run, the broken wire, and the corpses of the dogs, which were now beginning to smell strong.

‘Aaaah . . .’ Suddenly animated he crouched down, nodding and peering at the horrible mess. He didn’t like dogs, so he was probably delighted, reflected Kate.

‘You’ll need a sack – wheelbarrow–’ She made a putting-in gesture. ‘All right?’

He rose and ambled off. Now his interest was engaged, she knew he would get on with it.

Joe had been driving his stumps into the rock-hard ground in a new place. He ran towards Kate, bringing his arm over in a fast bowling action as he did so.

‘Bringing the watu to heel, are we?’

‘Shut up.’

‘This place will fall apart when you’ve gone.’

‘What nonsense.’

‘Honestly. You’re so much more effective than Mum, they do things for you.’

‘She’s too nice, that’s all.’

But Kate flashed him her quick, devilish grin. It pleased her to be thought of as effective, even a little fearsome. In sharp contrast to her foster-mother, whose main object was to establish good relations with her staff, Kate wished only to establish the kind of relations that got things done.

Jim ambled by, carrying a sack and a spade.

Brother and sister looked at each other and giggled.

‘The phantom reaper himself,’ said Joe. ‘Poor Dora.’

Kate went back into the house and into the dining-room. Bacon and eggs were on the side, over a night-light. As she helped herself, Jela appeared softly and removed the empty toast-rack. While she ate he returned with fresh toast, and a pot of coffee which he placed on a coaster on the table, having first filled her cup. He hovered, shifting restlessly from one long, purplish foot to the other.

‘Musuri, Jela.’

He left the room, closing the door quietly behind him. Kate ate hungrily. She saw Thea pass the window, dressed now, and arm in arm with Joe, and then heard her voice in the kitchen, lilting and conversational, and Jela’s chattering reply.

She finished breakfast and went along to her room to change and complete her packing. Meru was in the drawing-room, polishing the top of the piano, and wiping over the glass on the front of the family photographs which stood there. The first duty he performed with a duster, the second with the hem of his singlet, both with extreme thoroughness. The room was sunny, shiny with polish, bright and leafy with roses. In the grey stone fireplace stood a hand-painted china jug full of tall grasses, flanked by a copper scuttle and irons, and a huge African log basket. Cornet lay in the doorway.

Now Meru saw Kate watching him and made a face at Cornet, shaking his head. ‘Kali.’

Cornet rumbled menacingly.

‘Be quiet.’ Kate gave the dog a nudge with the toe of her tennis shoe. Meru applied the singlet to a miniature of Thea’s mother, still muttering mutinously.

Kate went into her room. She poured some water from the pitcher into the flowery bowl, peeled off her shirt and washed. Then she put on underclothes and clean trousers and shirt, dropping the dirty ones by the door. Finally she removed the bandanna and looked at herself in the mirror for the first time that day as she brushed her hair.

‘Carrots’ Kingsley they’d called her at the boarding school in Nairobi, and Kate had no pretensions to beauty. On the other hand she paid only scant attention to her appearance and when she did she was quite satisfied with it. She was tall and slender (thin was the word she herself would have used); her hair, in her view, justified her nickname, though an impartial observer would have called it red and would have given its fiery brightness a second glance in any crowd; she had been spared the redhead’s typical sandy lashes and her eyes were vivid and compelling in her pale face – narrow, upward-slanting hazel eyes. When she looked at herself in the mirror she met a stare that was watchful, alert and appraising. Hers was not a soothing or a restful presence, nor did she intend it to be. The impression she conveyed was one of intense and challenging self-knowledge, defying anyone to catch her out in vanity, complacency or self-delusion.

Kate’s upbringing had been solitary by design as much as by circumstance. In spite of Thea’s repeated invitations she had not brought school friends home in the holidays, preferring to walk and ride and drive out with Jack in the truck than be obliged to engage in more girlish pursuits with any of her contemporaries. At school she was industrious in class, excellent at games, and wholly self-possessed. She had not shown the least interest in running with the herd. In her early teens, when most of her peers played tennis for its social advantages, she did so to win. While they strove to be in fashion she remained resolutely outside it and apparently impervious to its allure: she dressed for comfort and to suit herself and the result was often strikingly idiosyncratic, so that girls who had lavished care and cash on their appearance suffered the uncomfortable sensation of having been effortlessly (and, even more galling, unintentionally) upstaged.

Luckily for her, Kate was sufficiently formidable to be neither ostracized nor derided for her individuality, but admired for it. She made no close friends because she didn’t seem to need any, but she was popular in her way, and respected for her unshowy ability to stick up for herself and for others.

As regards the opposite sex, Kate was that perverse creature, a woman not endowed with conventional beauty, but who nonetheless held strong views on men. Thea, anxious for her foster-daughter’s popularity, could at times have wished her less critical and aloof, especially since it took a brave young man to breach the wall of chilling indifference she had set around herself. Suitors of sufficient temerity were scarce enough, yet Kate had not the least intention of feigning interest in the eager, bumptious youths who occasionally put themselves forward, and they in their turn were soon discomforted by this acerbic girl with her sharp eyes and funny clothes.

Yet Thea knew Kate was far from cold. Apart from the naturally practical attitude to matters biological common to children raised in the country, there was in the young Kate an awareness of the physical and its power, an assertive sexuality of which only Thea knew the mainspring. Every so often that quality would burst through like a hardy, exotically flowering weed forcing its way between the stems of more genteel plants, thrusting itself towards the light, demanding attention: and Thea feared it.

One image in particular haunted her, a picture of Kate at sixteen after they had brought her back from a disastrous dance at a neighbour’s. The girl in the back of the truck had been sulky, gawky, rebellious, awkward in her taffeta dress and court shoes. When they had got back to the farm Kate had simply jumped out, discarding the hated shoes and nylon stockings, and run off towards the paddock, a rustling, shimmering green wraith in the night. Thea had made to follow her, but Jack had put his hand on her arm.

‘Don’t. Leave her to it. She’s only gone to visit Sailor.’

Thea demurred. ‘She’s in her best dress.’

‘She loathes it. Give up the unequal struggle.’

‘It’s pitch dark–’

‘That worries you, not her.’ He put his arm round Thea and kissed her warmly, turning her face to his and kissing her again on the mouth. ‘Stay here with me, Mrs Kingsley, I’ll go after her in a little while.’

In a little while he did, while Thea sat anxiously on the verandah with Cornet. She did not bother to light the lamp. Joe was away at school. Only a faint light from the passage beyond the drawing-room crept across the verandah and spilled wanly on the grey, night-time grass.

She wished that she could, as Jack recommended, give up the unequal struggle. She wished she had not made Kate attend the dreaded dance or that, having done so, she had not made her wear the taffeta dress. Of course you couldn’t force Kate to do anything. Thea had won what now seemed a Pyrrhic victory by gentle persuasion and a direct appeal to Kate’s better nature. ‘Do it for me,’ she’d said, and much good it had done her. She could not understand herself. She knew Kate better than anyone, perhaps loved her better too, and understood her, and yet perversely sought to change her. Perhaps it was that exotic, voracious flower she sought to eradicate, that ineluctable growth which could only be Dulcie’s.

Immersed in these gloomy reflections Thea sat in the near-dark, waiting, staring, not really seeing. So that when her husband and daughter did reappear they had, for her, an almost hallucinatory quality.

Kate was riding the pony, bareback. The green taffeta dress that suited her so ill now gave her the look of a female centaur, cast in bronze. Her pale, pointed face framed by wild red hair was impassive, almost haughty, though her eyes, as she drew closer, Thea could see, were fiercely bright. On either side of the pony’s barrel-hard flanks the girl’s long, white, tapering bare legs hung loose, but commanding. And beside the pony’s head, one hand on its mane, walked Jack, slow and erect, courtier-like.

For that moment, as they advanced silently across the grass to bid her good-night, Thea saw them not as father and daughter, but for what they were – man and woman, not linked by blood or kinship but part of a primitive, atavistic pattern. She could change nothing. She was powerless. Like the belle dame sans merci and her helpless, ensnared knight these two whom Thea loved so much moved towards her. And when they stopped in front of the verandah they were silent for a moment, each thinking the other would speak first. Thea raised her eyes from her daughter’s languidly drooping feet and looked into her face, and there it was, that challenge – unintended, she knew, but there nonetheless – that she remembered so well and which invaded her dreams and made her sleep restless.

‘Here she is,’ said Jack. ‘I brought her to you.’

‘Yes,’ replied Thea. ‘Good-night, my darling.’

If Kate replied she did not hear her. The girl turned the pony’s head and rode him away into the dark in the direction of the paddock, leaving the two of them on the verandah. Her departure seemed to trail a wake of foreboding, so that Thea shivered, and went indoors.

For Kate the distant past was a blur. Of the first five years of her life, in Paris, certain images remained, though most had been wiped out by the memory’s selective process. She recalled the small flat where she had been brought up by a woman she knew as Tanty – a corruption of the French tante though somehow Kate had always known she was no relation. Tanty had been strict, and conscientious. She had looked after Kate without evincing the least interest or affection for her as an individual. Kate could still feel the smarting strokes of the stiff hairbrush on her cringing scalp; the shiny, glacial cleanliness of the undersheet as she slipped into bed after one of Tanty’s enthusiastic baths; the brisk rattle of the curtain rings when she came to say goodnight, her purposeful, rustling tread as she walked about the room, leaving the imprint of her assertive, tidy nature over Kate’s childish disorganization.

As a child Kate had been much alone but not, as she recalled, lonely. She had never had other children to play with, there had only ever been Tanty and her with their quiet, clean, ordered, enclosed life. Kate had not known delight or excitement, but neither had she known misery or fear. This in spite of the fact that her earliest impressions were of a noisy time, when people spoke of there being a war on. They did so with horror and dismay as though war involved terrible things, but if terrible things there were, the young Kate did not experience them. All she knew of war was soldiers in the streets, boarded-up shops and Tanty’s frequent complaints that she could not get this or that.

Tanty was French, but she had worked for an English family in Wimbledon before the war and spoke English with an accent of tortuous suburban gentility. In Wimbledon – she pronounced it Weem-burl-den – she told Kate that she had been regarded as one of the family, and that Madame had wept when she, Tanty, had left. This was an anecdote which was told often, probably as a reminder of palmier days, but which never failed to baffle Kate. She simply could not imagine any adult weeping, let alone because of having to part with Tanty. But she would listen attentively, and Tanty was usually in a good mood after reminiscing on her past popularity and would give her charge’s cheeks a tweak with cold, dry fingers.

By the age of four Kate was an astute little girl. She knew Tanty felt hard done by looking after her. Though they were comfortable in their little flat, safe now that the war was over, and they wanted for nothing, something was missing as far as Tanty was concerned. Kate realized this but was not old enough to see that that something was status. Since there was no one here of a superior nature to value her or compliment her on her work, Tanty operated in a vacuum. From time to time she would tell Kate, as though reciting something she’d learned by rote, that she was a war orphan, but that a ‘kind lady’ wished to see her looked after and had employed Tanty to that end. Kate knew her benefactress called from time to time, but she’d only caught sight of her on one occasion and that, she suspected, by accident.

She and Tanty had been for one of their little afternoon walks, and when they got back to the house there was a large car parked outside, with two people in the front seats, a man and a woman. As they went up the steps to the front door, Kate heard a woman’s voice call ‘Mademoiselle Paul!’ – Tanty’s proper name – and Tanty had turned sharply. Her grasp on Kate’s hand had tightened, and her whole arm had gone very rigid, to prevent Kate turning round too. Kate had stood to attention in that vice-like grip while Tanty fumbled for her key, opened the door and then gave her a little push.

‘Run along up and I’ll be with you in a moment. Dépêches-toi!

The use of French was a sure sign Tanty was rattled: she reserved it for occasions of the utmost urgency and importance. Inside the hall, Kate couldn’t resist a peep through the chink in the door, and saw Tanty standing by the passenger window of the car, which had been wound down. The occupant was leaning out, and Kate saw her quickly-moving red lips, and her pale face, mysterious behind a wine-coloured veil. The lady’s escort had got out and was leaning against the bonnet of the car with his ankles crossed, smoking. He was wearing an army uniform. It was only a short exchange, and when Tanty turned to trot briskly up the steps Kate had had to race up the stairs to the first-floor landing so as not to be caught in the act of spying.

A few months later, just after her fifth birthday, Kate was told that she would be going to Kenya. There she would have a proper home, une vraie famille, how fortunate she was! A friend would come and collect her and accompany her on the long journey, so there was much to do.

Kate was thunderstruck. The mere word ‘Africa’ was enough to terrify her. In vain did Tanty read from informative books and consult atlases. Africa already existed in Kate’s mind. It was a landscape huge, tangled and hostile, populated by bloodthirsty hottentots and gigantic slavering beasts. She pictured herself living in a conical hut with no creature comforts, while dusky foster-parents with bones through their noses crouched on the mud floor, grunting to one another and stirring a noxious porridge with sticks. To no avail she voiced her fears to Tanty, who simply laughed at her foolishness and explained that Kate’s new family were English, friends of the kind lady, and would be absolutely civilized.

At any rate, a great deal of sorting out and sprucing up now began, both of Kate and her possessions. This dreadful note of preparation brought home to Kate with fearful force the fact that Tanty would not be coming. Suddenly, at this late stage, she conceived, or at least fabricated, a real affection for her austere guardian. She followed her about, clung, literally, to her apron strings, begged her not to abandon her. But Tanty’s line was always the same. She was so lucky that these kind people in Africa wanted to be her mother and father, she shouldn’t be crying. But Kate was no fool to be so easily duped. She knew with the very marrow of her bones that the roles of mother and father, though she had no experience of either, could not simply be assumed by total strangers in a heathen land thousands of miles away, and that she could not be expected to love these strangers to order.

The ‘friend’ (of her new family, not Kate’s) who was to accompany her turned out to be a Mrs Avery. She was quite the smartest person Kate had ever seen, though far from the prettiest, and it was obvious from the first that Tanty considered her a paragon. Kate disliked her cordially from the moment Mrs Avery asked how she was looking forward to the trip and then failed to listen to the answer. That is, she listened to the first few words with the brightest and most rapt of smiles, and then turned abruptly to Tanty who was hovering near and asked: ‘Does she have any better shoes?’ leaving Kate feeling stupid, with her remark stillborn.

That was the evening before they left. Mrs Avery spent the night in Paris – not with them, she had booked a room in a hotel – and the next morning she called early for Kate in a cab which was to take them to the station for the long journey south to Marseilles and embarkation for Kenya. That night Kate cried bitter tears of fear and frustration, but in the morning, for the hated Mrs Avery, she had on the face of tight-lipped and implacable sullenness which she was not to set aside for some months. Dry-eyed, she kissed the belatedly remorseful Tanty, climbed into the taxi and sat looking out of the window as the two women said good-bye on the pavement. Her hands, in neat little grey gloves, were locked together, her teeth gritted, her brow beetling.

The journey took nearly four weeks. On board the liner for Mombasa Mrs Avery gave the impression of having lived there all her life, making friends with dazzling speed and behaving in a manner which was both energetic and amusing. In the morning she deposited Kate in the ship’s nursery while she strolled on deck and refreshed herself in the first-class saloon. Then Kate had children’s lunch and was packed off to the stateroom for a rest while Mrs Avery ate at greater leisure with her widening circle of acquaintances. In the afternoon she would either relax on the first-class sun deck, or take to the games deck for deck tennis or quoits, dressed in dazzling white with a silk scarf round her head, while Kate looked on. Then there was children’s supper, an unappetizing affair with the nannies of the rich in attendance, after which Kate would once again be banished to read until bedtime. This regime did not actually bother Kate and she also absolutely refused to display any interest or curiosity about where they were going.

One evening Mrs Avery attempted to enlighten her willy-nilly. Kate had had her supper of fishcakes and carrots at six, Mrs Avery was off to dine at the captain’s table and was obviously in excellent spirits. She came and sat on the edge of Kate’s bunk, fiddling with the rings on her long, pale, bony hands. She smelt fragrant and was wearing a sparkly goldenb-rown dress that went with her crinkly, sandy hair. Kate lay there rigidly, the sheet taut beneath her chin, wishing she’d go away so she could think her own thoughts in peace.

‘Do you know, Kate,’ said Mrs Avery, shaking her forearm to admire the jangle of bracelets on her thin, freckled wrist. ‘Do you know, I used to go to school with Mrs Kingsley. Think, all those years ago! Well, perhaps not so very many–’ she laughed gaily – ‘so I know her terribly well. And you’re so lucky she’s adopting you.’

Kate was baffled. The word ‘adopt’ was the problem. To Kate, adopting was something you did with a ‘tone’. And the adopting of a tone, as referred to by Tanty in accents of the utmost severity, was reprehensible. So the use of the word in connection with Mrs Kingsley and herself did nothing to allay Kate’s fears. But Mrs Avery was chattering on.

‘Of course it’s a few years since I’ve seen Thea, so this is rather a special trip for me, too. Off to the dark continent without my husband, I don’t know . . .’ She shook her head and laughed again, it seemed she was talking to herself more than to Kate. ‘But what fun it all is, don’t you think? Or maybe you don’t.’ She suddenly turned quite a searching look upon her charge, so that Kate was obliged to give a taut little smile. She didn’t want to cross swords with Mrs Avery or she’d stay even longer.

‘Yes, it is,’ she muttered, through teeth that, these days, always seemed to be clenched.

But Mrs Avery went on searching her face as if she hadn’t heard her answer. ‘What an odd little body you are,’ she said.

Even the patronizing choice of words could not hide the fact that this was the first real interest she’d shown in Kate, and the first wholly sincere remark she’d addressed to her. The little grey dot that Kate had become glowed red for a moment, and was capable of further kindling had Mrs Avery only realized it. But she didn’t

‘Anyway!’ she cried, rising and smoothing her already smooth dress. ‘Thea is absolutely one of the nicest people I know, and you and she are going to get on famously . . .’ She caught sight of herself in the mirror and her attention was snatched away as she twiddled the little corkscrew curls on her forehead.

‘Go to sleep soon. Night-night.’ She switched off the light and went out of the door, closing it with a soft click, already glancing up and down the corridor for any of her numerous friends. The tap of her high heels died away and Kate, left alone in the dark with the strong, insistent thrum of the ship’s engine, determined then and there to be so horrible to Mrs Kingsley that she would send her back to France on the first boat.

But unfortunately, when they finally disembarked in Mombasa in heat such as Kate had never dreamed possible, there, waiting for them, was not Mrs, but Mr Kingsley, a character in the drama for whom she was totally unprepared.

To aggravate matters, he was clearly a person whose deep reserve actually matched Kate’s own. As he greeted them, Kate felt that he watched from behind his face, using the niceties and formalities to conceal what he really thought both of Mrs Avery – whom he knew, a little – and herself. He was of medium height, but looked taller because he was very lean, and had reddish brown hair and a narrow moustache which emphasized the rather severe set of his features. So far from being black, or even dark brown, from living in such a hell’s kitchen of a climate, he was pale, and dressed in a smart light suit and fedora. The plain fact was that all the strange sights and sounds of the weeks on board ship – the gully-gully men of Port Said, the baking sands stretching away on either side of the canal, breathtaking sunsets over the wild, rocky coast of Somalia – none of these had in the least prepared Kate for her meeting with this one taciturn Englishman. Her plans for loathly behaviour were thrown quite out of kilter.

Also, she was completely overwhelmed by the strangeness of her surroundings now that they were on terra firma and not gazing at it over a ship’s rail. The rugged Moorish buildings of Mombasa shimmered in an incredible sticky heat, and the tall, scarred walls of Fort Jesus presided over the teeming harbour like a fierce old general. Around them on the dock swirled a babel of loud outlandish voices: they were buffeted by black and brown bodies and assailed by a smell the like of which Kate had never experienced: spices and strange foods, sweat, dung, dried fish, weird foreign plants and oils. In Tanty’s view, a nice fresh-airy nothingness had been the only suitable atmosphere for young girls to inhale, so here Kate felt guilty even breathing. Mombasa was still an Arab town, and the harbour was crammed with delicate wooden dhows, whose captains looked exotic and piratical in bright turbans, like something from ‘Arabian Nights’. Amongst all this Mr Kingsley had taken Kate’s hand in his, with a light, firm grip, and said ‘Pleased to meet you’ with the utmost urbanity. Mrs Avery’s exuberance was undiminished, she prattled on and gazed about her in excitement. But Kate felt crushed.

Later on, in bed in her room at the Metropole, she lay stiff with apprehension. As she stared at the ceiling, a huge lizard darted across it, paused for a second, throat palpitating, splaytoed feet clinging improbably to the plaster, before darting off to God knew what hideyhole, perhaps Kate’s pillow. She would have swallowed her pride and gone to Mrs Avery in the adjoining room, but they had been allocated an African servant, tall and cold eyed in a white kanzu, and she imagined that he might be standing in the shadows somewhere with a dagger in the folds of his robe . . . So, with a moan of fear and misery, she went right down under the clothes and stayed there, sweltering, until she fell asleep.

The next stage of their journey was the train ride from Mombasa to Nairobi, due to start in the middle of the afternoon. That morning it transpired there had been some kind of mix-up about their trunks which Mr Kingsley went down to the harbour once more to sort out. Mrs Avery was keen to go with him, but he told her quite bluntly there was nothing she could do. Kate could tell she was mortified. She was a woman who prided herself on her competence, and here she was being treated like a useless ninny, and in front of a child, too. They sat in the unglamorous lobby of the Metropole, in peeling wicker chairs, she drinking coffee and gazing at her fingernails, Kate fiddling with her doll’s clothes, waiting.

He got back two hours later. He had obviously had a trying time, for his manner was even more taut.

‘Right,’ he said, standing over them, hands in pockets as if in self-restraint. ‘I think we should have some lunch and then head towards the station.’

‘It was very good of you,’ said Mrs Avery tensely, rising and brushing at her immaculate navy skirt. ‘I’m sorry we’re causing so much trouble.’

‘Can’t be helped,’ he said. Kate noticed he didn’t say they weren’t causing trouble. She got up, her doll under her arm, and followed Mrs Avery towards the dining-room. She was tired, and slightly sick with the heat. Behind the lacquered reception desk a thin, hawk-faced African with pocked cheeks watched them impassively. There was a big choking lump in Kate’s throat, so she scowled and pressed her lips together to force it down.

Suddenly she felt a hand on the back of her neck, and, glancing up with a jump, she saw Mr Kingsley looking down at her.

‘Don’t let it get you down, Ginger,’ he said.

Kate closed her case with a snap. Jack would be in his office now – writing, telephoning, paying bills, but mostly worrying. Right from the start he’d done his best to be kind to her, he couldn’t help being blunt, but she sensed some fundamental block to his complete acceptance of her. It was nothing to do with her personally, but simply something beyond her control. Had he not wanted a child at all? Or not a girl? Or was it that she was a European? But when she had arrived he and Thea were Kenyans of only three years’ standing. His attitude no longer caused her any anxiety, but she was curious.

A chatter of voices reached her, wafting round the side of the house from the back door. It was Thea’s morning ‘surgery’. She had provided this ad hoc service for the farm labourers for as long as Kate could remember. She removed jiggers and leeches, dressed cuts and bites, distributed quinine and aspirin, admired and examined babies. Injuries ranged from the trivial to the truly horrific, and sufferers from blank-eyed stoics to unashamed howlers, usually in inverse ratio to their complaints. Above the sound of the surgery, she could hear the crackle of Joe’s wireless from his room along the corridor. That reminded her of her records, which she would not be able to take with her. She went over to the gramophone and riffled through the pile. Having made her selection she placed it on the felt-covered turntable and put a bright new needle in the stylus. Then she wound the handle and placed the needle on the faintly hissing rim of the record.

‘What’ll I do when you are far away, And I am blue, what’ll I do . . .?’ sang the sweet, melancholy voice.

Kate sat down on the floor and hitched up her knees, clasping them tight and resting her forehead on them. She thought of England where, once she had done her duty by the Tennant family, she would be her own woman. There would be no need for pretence there, no one to whom she was responsible for her behaviour. She would start with a clean, empty slate, and write her own life on it. She had no specific ambition, her aspirations took a general, rather than a particular, form. She was full of eager energy, and had not the slightest doubt that a course of action would present itself once she was off on her own. The secretarial qualifications which she had acquired to please her parents, and of which Thea spoke so reassuringly, did not figure in her plans. She could not see herself as someone’s efficient assistant, the smiling handmaiden of some businessman or editor. No, autonomy was what Kate craved, in all things. Her very lack of preparedness excited and stimulated her. She would be an opportunist and live on her wits.

She looked forward to the journey to England with the keenest anticipation. She was no longer the insular, incurious little girl who had boarded the train at Mombasa sixteen years before . . .

The drily nicknamed Lunatic Express, which ran between Mombasa and Nairobi, had been just another train to the five-year-old Kate. She had known nothing of its stirring history, of the thousands of Asians imported to build it, whose descendants were now an integral part of the Kenyan scene; of the slaughter of dozens of railway workers by man-eating lions at Tsavo; of the rigours of laying hundreds of miles of track across desert and through bush; of the dream it represented to those who believed East Africa to be White Man’s Country.

In an exhausted trance she had been shepherded along the platform teeming with people of all colours and their assorted goods and chattels. Unfortunately Jack’s brief display of sympathy had broken her hitherto iron control. She had not wept, but she did wilt, and by the time they reached their carriage, she had only the haziest memory of being hoisted aboard by Mr Kingsley and lain on the seat of a first-class compartment. She had felt the rough pile of the upholstery beneath her cheek, and the enveloping weight of something laid over her by one of the grown-ups. Then, finally, she heard the dragon-like hiss of steam from the burning eucalyptus logs as the great engine pulled away from the platform and towards Nairobi. After that, she slept.

The train was a microcosm of Kenyan life. First-class compartments were reserved for Europeans; second class for Asians; and the most basic accommodation, with hard wooden benches, for Africans, who sat up all night chattering and eating from huge baskets of food they had brought for the journey.

Dinner for first-class passengers was served at the Asian-run dak bungalow, a halt on the line. Mr Kingsley woke Kate about half an hour beforehand. Outside the train window, the huge darkness was patterned with trundling clouds of smoke and handfuls of sparks. Kate felt stiff and dry-mouthed.

‘Hungry?’ asked Mr Kingsley. Until that moment she hadn’t been, but now that hunger had been mentioned her stomach rumbled sonorously. ‘Never mind, we reach the dak bungalow soon,’ he told her. ‘That’s the place where we get down and have supper. It may not be very nice but it will fill us up.’

Mr Kingsley’s prediction that supper might ‘not be very nice’ proved a rank euphemism: it was horrible. Kate’s stomach, which had been rumbling so welcomingly, closed like a Venus flytrap on being confronted with tinned soup, tinned stew and tinned fruit, all tepid and sharing the same glutinous texture and unappetizing taste. The meal was accompanied, oddly, by tea and toast, two adjuncts which might have been thought proof against mishandling. But the tea was cool, with curds floating on its surface, and the huge doorstep of ready-spread toast had the consistency of a damp bathmat. Tanty, thought Kate, would have had a fit. The desirability of toast’s remaining severely upright until the moment of consumption was part of her culinary creed, the only real rule of the elusive ‘cuisine Anglaise’ which she had managed to pick up in Weemburlden.

Mr Kingsley despatched his supper without a murmur. Mrs Avery was frank: ‘God, it’s foul!’ But she laughed and ate some anyway. Kate, overcome by the nastiness of the food, the strangeness of the dak bungalow, set down in the middle of apparently eternal darkness, and the snarlings and hissings of the engine, could only push her fork about, and got back on the train as hungry as she’d got off.

During their absence the African servant had laid out bedrolls neatly on the seats, Kate and Mrs Avery in one compartment, Mr Kingsley next door. Mrs Avery helped her off with her outer clothing and between the coarse sheets. Then she rummaged in her bag.

‘Here, would you like one of these?’ She proffered a screwed-up paper bag with a few barley sugars welded together in the bottom. Kate remembered she’d bought them on board ship one rough night when she’d felt queasy.

‘Thank you.’ She took one and sucked it gratefully. Mrs Avery seemed to be improving as the journey went on. ‘What about my teeth?’ she added, guiltily.

‘They’ll still be there in the morning. Night-night.’

In the brief interval between waking and sleeping, as she lay glooping the sinful barley sugar from one cheek to the other, she caught the tail end of an exchange between the two adults, who were standing just outside in the corridor, smoking.

‘She should have eaten something,’ Mr Kingsley was saying.

‘. . . no, but it was disgusting.’

‘She must get used to it . . .’

‘But how could she?’ Laughter from Mrs Avery. ‘She’s a Parisienne!’

Oh, thought Kate. So that’s what I am.

When she woke at dawn the next day she felt better. The train was now only two hours out of Nairobi, nearing the end of its fifteen-hour run. Opposite her on the other seat Mrs Avery was still sound asleep, her back to Kate, the sheet pulled up over her pointed shoulder.

Kate gazed out of the window. For the first time she felt a leap of pure excitement. For there, separated from her by that one sheet of glass, was the Africa of her imagination. But for one thing – there was no jungle. In fact the landscape she saw was rolling and grassy, a great undulating gold and ochre plain, studded with the weather-warped figures of acacia and thorn trees, and with hills in the distance rising in remote, mysterious ranks.

She was fortunate in sitting on the northern side of the train as it puffed westward, for she was looking out on an area where all game was preserved. So the scene illuminated by the sun, which was just lifting above the horizon like a great copper gong, resembled a children’s picture of Noah’s Ark-land. It teemed with game. No longer perturbed by the passing of the roaring black train, Thompson’s gazelle grazed so close to the track that she could see the black and white splashes on their tails, and their limpid eyes as they glanced up. Beyond them, a drifting, shifting shoal of thousands of wildebeest melted into the distance; she saw the occasional darting run of the hideous warthog, once followed by its ludicrous babies, tiny trotters twinkling, tails sticking straight up in the air like the burgees of yachts; two giraffes, tall and beautiful, moved with them for a moment with their ghostly, rocking gait; ostriches raced like scrawny maiden aunts in bustles; and once, incredibly, there were lions, lying not fifty yards from the track, between the train and the grazing gazelle.

‘Lions!’ squealed Kate, surprising even herself with the shrillness of her voice after so many weeks of near-silence. She craned her neck and pressed her cheek to the glass to keep them in view as long as possible. Mrs Avery moaned and huddled deeper under the bedclothes.

But Mr Kingsley, who must have been standing in the corridor outside, heard her and put his head round the door.

‘What’s up?’

‘Lions,’ she said again, feeling a little sheepish.

‘You’ll see plenty of those.’ He entered, sliding the door shut behind him. ‘May I come in?’ He sat on the end of Kate’s bed, nearest the door. The lower half of his face was shadowed with a faint stubble, and he wore no tie: both these factors made him appear more approachable. He fished with his finger and thumb in the breast pocket of his jacket and took out a packet of cigarettes, a short ebony holder and a box of Swan matches. He tapped the cigarette on the outside of the packet and then pointed with it at Mrs Avery.

‘I wonder if she’d mind if I smoked?’ Kate had no idea whether she would or not, and wasn’t used to being consulted, so she shook her head.

‘Good.’ He lit the cigarette and drew on it voraciously.

For some minutes they sat in silence, while he finished his cigarette. Then he leaned across Kate to stub it out in the ashtray, and enquired: ‘Do you want to wash, or anything?’

Kate did feel sticky, and she did want to go to the lavatory. She sensed that his ‘or anything’ was a euphemism for the latter. The habit of cleanliness and regularité, as Tanty put it, was deeply ingrained in her.

‘Yes please, I’d better.’

For some reason, her reply made him smile. ‘Oh, quite,’ he said affably. He helped Kate find her washbag in her overnight case, looked away as she pulled her dress over her head and escorted her along the swaying corridor to the washroom. She carried her doll, Tanty, in one hand, its skirt dangling over its head to reveal broderie bloomers, in a posture that would have made its namesake blanch. The plain outside the window on the corridor side was vast and empty, and the early morning air was cool. Kate experienced another painful spasm of homesickness.

Mr Kingsley pushed open the washroom door. ‘Can you manage?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘I’ll be just here.’

Kate went in. It was noisier in this confined space and the floor of the train heaved and rattled beneath her feet. She couldn’t get the heavy brass tap to work except in short spurts, so she made do by wiping her face, hands and teeth with a wet flannel. She spent a penny, found her brush, and looked at herself in the swaying mirror. Her hair, which she had at that time worn long, stuck out in a frizzy cloud on either side of her small, pale face, like the hair of Alice in the Tenniel drawings. In Paris Tanty had plaited it and Mrs Avery usually put it up in a ribbon. Kate didn’t know what to do with it, so she wet the brush and scraped as much of the frizz behind her ears as she could. Then she picked up her washbag and let herself out into the corridor again.

Mr Kingsley was standing a few yards further down, leaning back, his feet braced against the side of the train, arms folded, apparently in a reverie. But he must have seen Kate, for as she approached he straightened up.

‘All done?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘Shall we go and wake Mrs Avery then?’ There was an unmistakably mischievous note in his voice as he made this suggestion which Kate did not fail to remark, but they were deprived of the pleasure, for when they reached their compartment the African servant was just leaving, having tidied Kate’s bedroll and left a thermos of tea, presumably procured at the dak bungalow the night before.

‘Jambo, bwana,’ he said to Jack, and Jambo, Missy’ to Kate. His face was the colour of strong coffee, smooth and sculpted above his spotless white kanzu. In daylight and at close range he did not look quite so much as if he was carrying a dagger. Kate had been told his name was Njuma. ‘I must go and make myself presentable,’ said Mr Kingsley. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’ And he did.

The record had long since ended and had continued to revolve for some minutes before running down. Kate got up and removed the needle. It was not like her to wallow in reminiscence, but it was as if she had to do so, to parcel up this piece of her life and set it aside. Just as the very old recall their youth with startling clarity, so she now remembered the start of her life here as if it were yesterday. There was a tap on the door, and Thea put her head round, the surgery finished. ‘That’s that for today. Need any help?’

‘No, thanks. I’ve done most of it except the things I’ll throw in tomorrow morning.’

‘You’re so efficient . . .’ Thea came in, closing the door after her. ‘It’s Joe I worry about.’ Joe was leaving with Kate. They would first have a few weeks’ holiday with Thea’s father and brother, and then Joe was bound for boarding school and Kate, she hoped, for a job in London.

Kate shrugged. ‘He’ll be all right.’

She knew she wasn’t being as sympathetic as she might be. It was hard for Joe, and for Thea, who was losing half her family at a stroke. But Kate herself had been torn away from all she knew at the tender age of five, with very little in the way of explanation, understanding or sympathy, and she could never forget that. It was a big step for Joe, but she would be with him, and he carried love and security with him like a talisman, where she had had nothing.

As if reading her mind, Thea came and put an arm round her waist. ‘Of course he will, he’ll have you there.’

She withdrew her arm again, mindful of Kate’s dislike of emotional scenes, and wandered over to the wardrobe, which still looked full. ‘Heavens, darling, are you sure you’ve packed everything you’ll need?’

‘Yes, of course, I shall have to buy a lot of thicker things anyway.’

‘It’ll be summer there, remember.’ Thea smiled teasingly at her.

‘But it
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