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Foreword

NINA BAWDEN WAS ALWAYS TUCKED INSIDE my childhood. Probably yours, too. Along with Marmite on toast after school, conkers and the distinct smell of my local library, where she was easy to find – B … A … – and pleasingly prolific. Whenever I think of Bawden, I see her name printed on a row of well-thumbed paperback spines. Decades later, I pressed her stories on my own children and learned more about Bawden’s life, which was long (1925–2012) and eventful, as if she were a gutsy protagonist hurled into the sort of inciting incidents that belong in fiction. One of three siblings, her wartime evacuation to Wales fed into her famous children’s book Carrie’s War. She met her second husband, her great love, by chance on a bus in 1953. They were together when he was killed in the Potters Bar rail accident in 2002. Also seriously injured, Bawden fought tirelessly for justice for the victims. She outlived two of her three children. Heaped with awards, she enjoyed a Jean Muir dress and a good party, and wrote with that rare combination of almost skinless sensitivity – alive to every nuance of word, each shapeshift of character – and the grit needed to produce over forty novels. So, what an enormous treat it is to discover the newly republished Tortoise by Candlelight, one of her early adult novels, a hidden gem likely unknown to many modern readers.

Every page of this story vibrates with life. It’s tender, taut and dark. But Bawden peers into that darkness with a mischievous smile. I love the playful menace that twitches and rustles through this story, like a small animal scuffling along the skirting boards in a dimly lit kitchen, growing louder, more frantic and sharper-toothed with each chapter. Bawden keeps the frame tight: a rackety family, an isolated suburban house by the flooded gravel pits, the arrival of shiny new neighbours. But she knew the real danger and chaos lurked within the home. A place where nothing is quite what it seems, with secrets hiding in plain sight. Here children – and women – would be wise to stay vigilant.

So, scrambling out of Bawden’s imagination, we have the Beans, an impoverished middle-class family frayed almost threadbare. The naturalist mother is ominously absent. The journalist father is a dispirited old soak. Gran, once a curvy music hall singer, is now concave and pious. But the three children – Emmie, Oliver and Alice – are vital, bursting with agency and spirit, forced to live by their wits, knowing that the adults, even if they are in the room, cannot be relied upon.

The Beans’ fragile domestic disharmony is disturbed by Nick and Marjorie, a wealthy, bourgeois couple who move in next door after returning from living abroad. Though beguiled by the children, they’re appalled by the family’s ramshackle house, dark and shabby, crammed with cases of taxidermy birds. To the Bean children, though, it’s home, ‘beautiful and familiar’, with gloomy laurel bushes pressing against windows, turning rooms into ‘mysterious green caves’. Similarly, the flooded gravel pit with its slippery pontoon and treacherous mud is a desolate wasteland, or a wilderness full of birds. It depends on who’s looking. So, of course, Marjorie is horrified that eight-year-old Oliver has no toys, only his ‘revolting tortoise’, since, unlike Bawden, she can’t grasp the scope of a child’s inner life, or their rootedness in the natural world. Animals, closely aligned with the children, romp delightfully through this story: a dusty hen who likes to sleep in the kids’ beds, a golden retriever – ‘old and loving and silly’ – and a squirrel called Mo, who has a nest on top of Emmie’s wardrobe, and, like the Bean children, is ready to pounce on your heart. And likely bite you, too.

The story is unsettling at times. Like its gravel pit lakes, you’re never quite sure how deep the dark water runs beneath you, what secrets might wash up on its shores. You fall in love with a character one page, recoil from them the next. Bawden’s extraordinary ability to see the world through a child’s eyes – sharp, questioning, unsentimental – constantly shifts the moral compass. With each narrative twist, the reader’s sympathies readjust. Yet her storytelling skills are so deft that you’re barely aware of this until the very last paragraph.

I particularly love feral Oliver, ‘the beautiful little thief’, light-fingered, always watching, having learned young that ‘at any moment almost anything might happen’. In turn, he’s fiercely guarded by his fourteen-year-old sister Emmie, attuned to both her brother’s ‘cold savagery’ and ‘complete defencelessness’. A girl on the cusp of adolescence, shouldering the responsibility of keeping the household vaguely functional, she is desperate to protect her family, especially Oliver. Morals barely come into it: ‘pale concepts of right and wrong faded into nothingness: she had become atavistic, female, terrible as a lioness with cubs’. Yet she’s also just a bespectacled girl with legs ‘long and white, like bluebell stalks’, in need of mothering. Her teenage sister Alice, similarly without guidance, studies women, storing up gestures ‘for future use’. Heartbreaking though this is, I love how the power in this novel lies with the young, their world full of peril, but also beauty, raw streaks of goodness. The adults, mourning missed chances, belong to the past. But the Bean kids are flexible, merciless, their stories unfinished, each day bringing a chance for change, hope or disaster. They may long for a grown-up to step in and save them, but they’re already saving themselves. At one point, Emmie wishes for some place ‘like a library where you could go and look up the right answer to everything, set out clear and plain’. But she knew in her heart ‘there was no such place’. Not for Emmie. Not for us. Instead, we have wonderful stories like this to marvel over and ponder; dark, rich places flickering with light.

Eve Chase, 2026




CHAPTER ONE

THE GRAVEL PITS CIRCLED THE TOWN, TURNING it at night into a suburban Venice, glimmering over a waste of water. Darkness hid the scars: the gaunt, naked machinery, the illegal caravan site, the municipal rubbish tip, the new bungalow foundations. From the evening trains, roaring across the embankment between the small, shabby stations, the commuters looked down, briefly, at a different world: the dead, grey lakes, the living river, the long curve of Lombardy poplars, silver-lined.

The poplars were darkening as Emmie ran home. The light on their rustling tips was always the last to shiver and die. Emmie skirted the filled-in pit, ducked under the loose wire by the notice that said Danger and ran across the tough, tussocky field, cutting out the bend of the river. She came on to the towpath where the houseboats, rocking a little, were lit: Riverview, Home is the Sailor, Water’s Edge. Emmie ran past them on spiky legs, clutching something to her skinny chest. As the path swung close to the road the car lights caught her face and made her eyes flash like headlamps in answer. Once past the shelter of the trees, her dark, flannelly skirt and her dark hair streamed out; she lifted her face to the wind and looked like a young, fierce, bespectacled avenging angel.

The towpath ran along the back of two houses. The black water sucked and slapped in the boathouse as she thrust open the second gate. Light streamed from the kitchen. Emmie stopped by the holly tree and cautiously parted the branches.

The robin sat on the nest warming her cuckoo but Emmie was not interested in the black, toad-like changeling. She bent to examine a small, still object lying on a leaf a few inches below the nest. When she touched it with her finger, it twitched a little. She let the branch go, squelched up the gritty path, paused once more, by the rabbit hutches, and flung open the back door. An elderly retriever rose stiffly and sniffed at her skirt in welcome.

The kitchen was large; a large, deal table stood plumb centre with an open sewing machine at one end and supper for three, eggcups and plates, laid on a plastic cloth at the other. There was an American organ against the far wall and a blue flag hanging from the picture rail above it. The flag had a message worked on it in yellowing silk: BEHOLD, THE LORD IS WITH THEE. The room was lit by one light hanging low; the high, sagging ceilings lurked in darkness. The light shade was fringed, the fringe swayed in the draught as Emmie opened the door and its shadow danced on the dark wall.

Her brother, Oliver, sat on the rug in front of the wood fire and boxed with Mo. Oliver boxed one-handed, the red squirrel fought with all four feet, kicking with his hindquarters, clinging to Oliver’s thumb with his front paws, with his strong, stumpy thumbs and long toes. He chattered and nipped with his teeth.

‘We’ve had four rounds,’ Oliver said. ‘I’m winning.’

The squirrel was eight months old, Oliver eight years. He was small for his age and fair, with hair like soft, white cotton. A pale fringe of thick lashes hid his eyes. He was gentle and obstinate and untrustworthy. His smile was sweet.

‘You haven’t cleaned the rabbits,’ Emmie accused him.

His smile remained sweet. He simply looked down and away. The light glinted on his lashes, on his beautiful, bent head and Emmie watched him, raging. She loved him as she loved all her family – deeply, from the soul and with a fierce intolerance.

‘And I didn’t say you could play with Mo,’ she said. He hummed insolently under his breath. Emmie put her big leather notebook on the table and dived at him. Her weight bore him down. He rolled over on his back like a puppy, smiling up at her as she pinned him to the rug and sat on his stomach. Nervous as a Victorian miss, Mo ran up the dresser like a flicker from the firelight and perched on the top shelf, chattering his alarm.

‘I’ve been sick,’ Oliver said plaintively.

Their grandmother, Mrs Bean, came in from the scullery. ‘Brought up his dinner,’ she said. ‘Get off him.’

She was very tall and so thin that her body moved like unfleshed bone beneath her loose jumper suit of hand-woven wool. She wore long, dangling rows of beads, coral and amber, not as decoration but from habit: she had worn them since she was a young girl. Her grey hair was hidden beneath a man’s fishing hat of blue and green tweed. She had once been a fine, big woman, a singer; now where Emmie was flat in the chest, she was almost concave. She was deaf, going blind, but her voice was still deep and rich as a good bell.

Emmie stood up reluctantly. She said, glaring at Oliver, ‘Didn’t he go back to school this afternoon?’

‘Miss Carter sent me home,’ Oliver said. He watched Emmie slyly and when his grandmother sat down, slid on to her bony lap.

‘He should’ve gone back. You know he can be sick when he likes.’

‘He’s got a nervous stomach,’ Mrs Bean said, half apologetically.

‘Only when it’s something he doesn’t want to do. Or when he’s done something he shouldn’t.’

Emmie chewed at her lower lip. There was a tingling feeling all over her body like a thousand tiny electric shocks under her skin. She knew what Oliver was likely to have done. The look she shot at him said – just wait till I get you alone. Oliver stared back at her triumphantly: he was safe for the moment and didn’t look beyond it. Then her threatening expression defeated him. His lashes came down like a muslin veil and hid his eyes.

‘It’s bad for him to get away with things.’ Emmie’s voice was loud, her indignation flew like arrows. She had a sense of immense responsibility for others. It didn’t worry her: she was too young to feel burdened, too young to doubt her own strength or be frightened of failure. She was fourteen and not frightened of anything very much except water and drowning; the things that drain the spirit out of people, illness and pain and hope deferred, had not touched her yet. Her youth gave her a false air of certitude and strength. ‘You know what he’s like,’ she said inflexibly.

Oliver wriggled on Mrs Bean’s lap. He was too heavy for her, but she rocked him gently. Beneath Emmie’s stern gaze they became a useless old woman and a child who couldn’t be trusted. Perhaps that wasn’t so far from the mark either, Mrs Bean thought, and sighed. All her life she had been a tough, nerveless woman, so healthy that she had never noticed her body any more than you notice an efficient and enduring piece of machinery. Her husband and two of her sons were dead but if she had ever thought of death for herself it was with her head, as young people do, not with her stomach. Until she was seventy she had avoided most of the physical inconveniences of being alive. Now, suddenly, old age had struck at her with its long cavalcade of indignities; her eyesight, her hearing, even her endurance had begun to desert her, creeping away one by one like rats leaving a doomed city. She wasn’t finished yet but she felt like a shell, a framework; everything was still there, but reduced to the thinnest lines.

She said, ‘I expect I should have sent him back. But you can’t always do the exact, right thing, Emmie. You can only do the best you can. And trust in the Lord. He guides His children.’

Normally Emmie was indulgent towards her grandmother’s piety, treating it rather like a child’s belief in Father Christmas. But in this situation it seemed unhelpful. ‘He doesn’t keep much of an eye on Oliver,’ she said crossly.

‘Now, Emmie …’ Mrs Bean’s voice was more placating than reproachful. Above Oliver’s cottony head her face looked like a skull, a beautiful, pale, strong skull.

Emmie looked at her. She said, suddenly scared, ‘You all right, Gran?’

Oliver heard the change in her voice and knew her attention was diverted. Thankfully, he slid off the old woman’s lap and went to the dresser to get his scissors and the remains of the morning newspaper. He had already cut out all the people in the photographs. He laid them out on the rug and began to snip their heads off, one by one.

Mrs Bean said, ‘A bit tired. I’ll live.’

Emmie shifted from one damp foot to the other. The exhaustion in her grandmother’s face terrified her and at the same time roused up all her bursting love, so that she felt as if her throat was swelling up. She wanted to wrap her grandmother’s head in her thin, strong arms and hold it close for hours. She said in a choking voice, ‘Shall I make you a cup of tea, then?’

Mrs Bean saw the expression on her face and heaved herself up out of her chair. ‘Heavens child, I’m all right. You’d better change your socks. You’re slimed up to the knees.’

‘I went in a puddle near the pits. There’s a pair of grebes nesting.’

The tightness left Emmie’s throat and she breathed out slowly, with relief. There was nothing wrong, after all. Gran wasn’t ill, only old, and she had been old for years. ‘What’s for supper?’ she said.

‘Eggs. But get yourself dried off first. Then you can come and make the cocoa. Alice has had hers. She wants to get out.’

‘Not again?’ Emmie said with disgust. ‘She’d better go before Dad comes in, then. You know what he’ll say.’

‘That’s not your business, Emmie.’

‘He’ll be back early. He said he’d help me with my Latin.’

‘You know better than to count on that,’ Mrs Bean said shortly, and went into the scullery.

Oliver looked up from his murderous ritual on the rug. ‘He never comes back when he says. He forgets and goes to a pub.’

‘Oh shut up,’ Emmie said. ‘He has to go to pubs because all journalists go to pubs. It’s where you pick up contacts. I expect if he’s late it’s because he’s met someone important who wants him to write something.’

She thought that she did not really believe this and felt, suddenly, sad and ashamed as if she had done something wrong. Frowning with a kind of embarrassment, she picked up her notebook from the table and held up her wrist for the squirrel who jumped off the dresser and ran up her arm to sit on her shoulder and bite her ear.

‘He’s got fleas,’ Oliver said. ‘I wish I could catch a flea and train it. Do you think I could catch one of Mo’s fleas, Emmie?’

Emmie ignored him and left the kitchen, chirruping to Mo. It was dark in the hall and there was a cold, sweet, dusty smell which Emmie did not notice any more than she noticed that the house was dark and Victorian and dilapidated. She knew it needed painting but her father had said it was not worth painting a rented house, certainly not one that was due to be pulled down in two years when the gravel pits expanded into the field beside it.

The thought of the house being pulled down hurt Emmie like the thought of someone dying. The house was beautiful and familiar to her and she loved it uncritically; the big, shabby kitchen, the solid oak staircase with the slippery, carved banister rail, the lovely, red glass above the front door. She even liked the two large rooms at the front which the laurel bushes, pressing against the churchlike windows, turned into mysterious, green caves. These were not rooms for living in; Emmie went into them when she wanted to be alone or, sometimes, to look at the birds. The walls were covered with photographs of living birds; on the tables, on the roll-top desk, on the bookcases – on every available piece of massive furniture there were glass cases of dead, stuffed birds. They had belonged to her grandfather, the ornithologist; the photographs had been taken by his daughter, the children’s mother, the author of Now calls the Kittiwake, Little Eagle of the Fastness, and Fly, Lovely Ghost: The Story of a Mute Swan. Over the unused grate with its dusty fan of red crêpe paper, there was an enlarged snapshot of her with the tame swan they had had one year. For a little while it had hung in the girls’ room but Emmie had put it back in its proper place after Alice had taken it to bed with her and cried over it, late one night.

When Emmie went into their bedroom at the top of the house, Alice was standing in front of the cheval mirror. She was only two years older than Emmie, but it could easily have been ten. She was fair, a warm, creamy girl, plump and soft-eyed like a romantic eighteenth-century portrait of a flower girl. Just now, she was wearing a pair of black nylon tights and nothing else. She had a roll of sticking plaster and a pair of scissors in her hand.

Emmie plumped down on the edge of the double bed and Mo jumped from her shoulder to run, squeaking, backwards and forwards under the eiderdown.

‘His back itches,’ Emmie said fondly. She pulled off her soaking socks. Underneath her legs were grey and slimy.

‘You smell like a sewer,’ Alice said.

Emmie wrinkled her nose. ‘The fledgling’s out of the nest. That’s the last one.’

‘Did you put it back?’

‘What’s the use? It’d only be pushed out again. It was still alive, though. I touched it.’

Alice gazed at her reflection. ‘How awful.’ Her eyes filled with tears: she wept easily, at any conventionally sentimental situation. ‘The mother bird must be so upset,’ she said, admiring her sad face in the glass.

‘Not her.’ Emmie wiped the mud off the soles of her feet with the wet socks.

Alice said reproachfully, ‘How would you feel if the baby you loved was pushed out of the nest?’

‘Birds don’t love,’ Emmie said. ‘They only feed their babies because they gape. That’s why the insides of their mouths are such a nice colour. Cuckoos’ mouths are awfully pretty – a lovely, bright yellow.’

Alice wasn’t listening. She seldom listened to answers that were more than two sentences long. She was leaning forward, holding her bare left breast in one hand. With the other, she stuck a piece of sticking plaster on one side of the breast, passed it underneath and drew it carefully upwards on the other side so that the breast jutted out like a milky cone, pink-tipped.

‘What on earth are you doing?’ Emmie said.

Alice mumbled as if she had pins in her mouth. ‘My bra’s no good. It pokes. The poke shows under my sweater.’

Emmie gasped. ‘You can’t go out with nothing on underneath.’

‘Who’s to know?’

Emmie opened her mouth and shut it again. She watched Alice: the tongue curling between pink lips, the light from the hanging bulb above her shifting on the smooth skin. Like silk, thought Emmie, but it wasn’t. It wasn’t like anything except young, washed skin, gleaming like pearl. But pearl’s too hard, she thought. She took off her glasses, frowning and rubbing the bridge of her nose where it itched. Her eyes were cobalt blue. They had a stern, watchful expression as if she were constantly on guard, like a woman with small children.

‘You’re going out with Dickie,’ she said.

Alice nodded. She had finished strapping up the other breast and surveyed her outrageously deformed image in the glass. It seemed to satisfy her; she wriggled into a tight, short skirt, pulled on a white cotton sweater and turned sideways to look at her profile.

‘You look disgusting,’ Emmie said. ‘What d’you think Gran will say?’

‘She won’t see.’

‘She’s not as blind as that,’ Emmie said contemptuously.

Alice hesitated. The three-quarter view was startling. ‘I’ll put on my leather thing,’ she said. She took a grubby green coat off the hook behind the door and slipped her arms into it, blushing a little.

‘You’ll have to keep it on all the time, you’ll be indecent otherwise. And it’s too hot.’ Emmie put back her glasses and gave them a little push. They were too big across the bridge of her nose. ‘What if Dad finds out where you’ve gone? He’ll raise hell.’

Alice gave her a cold look. ‘He won’t know unless you tell him, will he?’

‘Why should I always have to tell lies for you?’

‘You always have. Why should you get squeamish now?’ Alice’s expression became dreamy. ‘Anyway, he’d like Dickie once he really got to know him.’

‘Fat chance of that! You know why he doesn’t like Dickie.’

Alice went fiery red. ‘It’s not fair,’ she said passionately. ‘Dickie’s not a bit like his father. He’s been to technical school and he’s got ambitions – he’s not going to stay at the gravel pits all his life. It’s just good money at the moment and he’s got a responsible job being a pontoon man.’ She added bitterly, ‘The trouble is, Dad wouldn’t know what a responsible job was.’

Emmie sighed but did not contradict her. There was no point. Alice was fond of Dad but she did not respect him. She listens to Gran too much, Emmie thought – Mrs Bean did not think much of men. Emmie would have laid down her life for her grandmother who was the warm centre of her world, its heart and stability, but she knew she was sometimes wrong, that she was wrong about Dad. She didn’t understand him. Creative people were always misunderstood, Dad said. One day he would show them all, Emmie was sure of it, though sometimes she wished he would hurry up and do it soon.

She sat, hugging her thin arms round her thin knees and watched Alice brushing her hair. She said, ‘What about your homework? You shouldn’t go out if you haven’t done your homework.’ She knew it was no good: Alice would do what she wanted as she always did, managing to be both stubborn and light-hearted at one and the same time. She was a calm, sensual, slow-moving girl who avoided difficult situations and got other people to do things for her. Her teachers said she was lazy but Emmie knew that she simply saved her energy for the things she thought important: eating, sleeping, dreaming about being a nurse. Emmie said, ‘You’ll never pass the hospital exam if you don’t work.’

‘I’ll pass,’ Alice said. ‘D’you think I’d go out if I thought it’d make any difference to that?’ She lifted her hair back over her collar and took a last look in the glass. The down glinted on her short, very pretty upper lip. She wore no make-up and the light washed over her skin like oil.

Emmie swallowed. Alice was so beautiful that she wanted to cry. ‘I don’t see why you have to go out.’

Alice gave her a kindly glance. ‘You will one day.’

‘It spoils everything,’ Emmie said. She sat, hunched and miserable. Dickie was new, Alice going out in the evening was new. Emmie was not used to it yet, she thought she would never get used to it. She wished she could keep all her family safe inside the house, isolated from the indifferent world. ‘I wish we all lived on a desert island,’ she said.

Alice leaned across the bulky chest of drawers that stood in front of the sash window and drew back the curtains. She could only see her own reflection. ‘There’s new people coming next door,’ she said as she hoisted herself up on to the chest. ‘Dr Rapier’s going to Corsica for six months. Mrs Hellyer told Gran.’

‘Bad luck,’ Emmie said. Ever since Alice had had her tonsils out she had been mad about doctors, about nurses, about anything to do with the medical profession. She loved the smell of hospitals, sniffing the air with excitement whenever she went into one, like an animal returning home. For pleasure, she read back numbers of The Lancet begged from the Rapiers next door.

‘There’s some other people coming,’ Alice said. ‘Friends from Africa.’ She cupped her hand against the glass and looked down into the road. ‘There’s Dickie.’ Eyes alight, she tumbled down and made for the door.

‘Where’s Oliver’s satchel?’ Emmie said.

Alice groaned. ‘Under the bed. You’d better put it back on his hook before he notices. He took a pencil case this morning and two fountain pens.’

‘Oh no,’ Emmie said on a wailing note. ‘Why didn’t you say before?’

‘Because I was in a hurry, because I forgot, because – oh does it matter?’

‘Because you want to go out on Dickie’s bike. We can all go to pot just because you want to go out on Dickie’s bike.’

Alice sighed heavily. ‘As if I cared about an old bike.’

Emmie said, ‘You needn’t sigh at me like that. I’m not crazy. I just said it was the bike to be polite. I know what’s wrong with you. I’ve read about it.’ She stood up with a superior smile. ‘You’ve got to the age when girls become aware of the deep, secret urging of their body.’

Alice drew a deep breath. Then she shouted, ‘Oh, will you leave me alone; will you please leave me alone?’ The tears came into her eyes and she rushed out. The front door banged hollowly. A few minutes later there was the sound of a car slowing, then the motorbike started up. Emmie sat on the bed, glowering at her dirty feet. She scuffed them on the wool rug to take off the dried mud and padded across the cold linoleum to get her white plimsolls. She stood with them in her hand, thinking. There were a lot of things she had to do – homework, cleaning the rabbits, feeding the hens and the Muscovy ducks – but she couldn’t start on anything until she had worked out the two things on her mind. The first thing was to decide what to tell her father if he came home and asked where Alice was. The second was to decide what to do about Oliver. This was the more difficult. She put the plimsolls on and tied the scraggy laces slowly.

Mo watched her from the chest of drawers. He could dart round the room, quick and light as a bird, or he could sit still for a long time, nose quivering, paws folded like an old man settling for a good nap after dinner. Just to look at him, whatever he did, made Emmie feel happy and comfortable; when she was bothered about something she liked to hold his soft, throbbing body in her hand and let her mind go lazy and blank to everything except her love for him, which was quite different from the love she felt for her family, more tender, less demanding.

She pursed her lips and made a gentle noise at him before she bent to get Oliver’s satchel from under the bed. She emptied out his loot, the pencil case, the pens, and put them in the hiding place in the bottom of the big, old-fashioned wardrobe under a pile of old, outgrown shoes. There was something there already, a Parker fountain pen wrapped in a scrap of newspaper. She put the pen with the others and smoothed the paper out on her knee. It was the picture of her mother with the swan, reproduced in the Surrey Clarion. Underneath it said, Our local celebrity, the famous naturalist Clemence Bean, who plans a trip to Kenya to study the East African Flamingo.

Emmie looked at the picture for a minute, then crumpled it in her hand and threw it to the back of the wardrobe. She shut the door, locked it and put the key under the linoleum next to the wall at the side of the bed.

Downstairs in the kitchen, Mrs Bean was playing the organ and Oliver was singing. His voice rose, high and sweet and pure, in a martial hymn. It was one of his favourite occupations; another was having Emmie read aloud to him from The Murders in the Rue Morgue. Emmie picked up Mo and stroked him under his chin. He lay back on her forearm in rapturous enjoyment. She went on tickling him and thought about Oliver. She wished there was some way in which you could find out what was the right thing to do – some good place like a library where you could go and look up the right answer to everything, set out clear and plain. But although this was something she thought of a great deal, she knew, in her heart, that there was no such place.




CHAPTER TWO

THE CAR SLOWED AND TURNED ACROSS THE road. The headlights, undipped, caught Alice in their white glare as she sat on the pillion of the motorbike, one foot still on the ground. Her skirt was rucked up over her thighs and the treacherous wind blew the leather coat out behind her.

The taxi driver whistled appreciatively and Nick Sargent said, ‘When I left England, girls were dressed rather differently. They were wearing something called the New Look – skirts down to their ankles.’

The taxi stopped outside the house; the driver glanced over his shoulder at his passenger. ‘You’ve been away a long time, then?’

‘Fifteen years.’

‘It must be nice to be home.’

‘Home?’ Nick said. ‘Yes – yes, I suppose so.’

He got out of the cab and felt in his pocket for change.

The driver said, ‘Dr Rapier’s gone away, hasn’t he? My wife was telling me. She said he was taking a long holiday.’

‘Six months.’

‘Well – he deserves it.’ The driver humped the suitcases out of the boot and set them down in the pillared porch. ‘He’s a very nice doctor. The specialist at our hospital here, you know. He was very good to the wife when she was bad last year. Took no end of trouble. He’s got a very fine reputation round here.’

‘I’ll tell him when I write,’ Nick said.

‘Friend of yours, is he?’

‘We were at school together.’

The driver looked at Nick, then at the house. It was the same age as the Beans’ house next door but presented a quite different aspect: neat, solid, freshly painted. The driver said, thoughtfully expansive, ‘Funny sort of place for Dr Rapier to live in, I always thought. Not that it isn’t a nice old house but it’s a funny position, stuck out here. Nothing but pits and water.’

‘I daresay he likes it,’ Nick said dryly. He thought of the letter Joe had written, offering him the house. There’s a road – a rather hideous main road, in fact – but except for that, you might be living on an island. Just the two houses and two or three boats on the river. Some of the pits are filled in and the local people sail on them but others are still being worked. You can see the pit machinery from the front windows. Fascinating – especially the grabs. They’re like some kind of prehistoric monsters, reptilian and menacing. Sometimes the whole place looks like a landscape on the moon. Jean says I have a nasty, macabre taste. She also says to tell Marjorie that the nearest mainline station is twenty minutes away and that we get a lot of fog with all that water … All the same, if you want peace, this isn’t a bad place. As isolated as anything could be, so near to London. Though I can’t imagine Marjorie wanting peace …

Joe had said something like that again today. Nick had been spending his first week in England with his father-in-law in Birmingham and had cut his visit short in order to come to London and lunch with the Rapiers before they caught the boat train. Jean said she hoped the house wouldn’t be too much for Marjorie. ‘There’s a woman comes in, but it won’t seem much, after a houseful of servants.’ Nick smiled at her – nice, anxious Jean – and said, ‘She’s looking forward to it. She feels she needs occupation.’ Then Joe had laughed suddenly. ‘That doesn’t sound much like Marjorie, longing to sink herself in domesticity just to find something to do,’ and Nick had smiled back at him self-consciously, realizing with a dull ache of pain that Joe was remembering a quite different person from the woman who had clung to him only a few hours before sobbing that she couldn’t, couldn’t bear to meet anyone, not even the Rapiers, that Nick must go, of course he must go, and give them her dear, dear love, but he must promise, swear not to talk about her because she couldn’t bear it.

If he made an effort, Nick could remember the old Marjorie too, though nowadays he had to try very hard indeed and even then the image that came to him was rather meaningless and fixed, like a smile in an old photograph. It had been somehow easier with Joe sitting there, talking of her as if she hadn’t changed at all, as if she was still the capable, energetic girl Nick had married, gay and fighting fit as a smart little bull terrier and as ready to tackle anything, anywhere; the girl who had come out to Africa and gone everywhere with him, into villages riddled with smallpox and leprosy; the girl who had despised the other European women for their gossiping and their boredom and their eternal grumbling about servants; the girl who had never once wanted to go back to England on leave because she loved Africa as much as he did. Or had pretended that she did …

The taximan said, ‘You staying here alone, sir? Or are you expecting the family?’

‘Only my wife,’ Nick said. ‘How much do I owe you?’

He watched the car drive off, fumbled for a few minutes with the strange latchkey and let himself into the house. The door closed behind him with a comfortable, solid sound. The narrow hall was light as white paint and polished floors could make it; on a low table there was a great bunch of daffodils in a Copenhagen vase. There were more daffodils in the drawing room; the house was filled with their dry, polleny smell. Nick put a match to the wood fire in the grate and carried his suitcases upstairs. Most of his things were in store and he had little to unpack except his clothes and a few books. They were mostly on tribal customs – his favourite reading – but among them was Hemingway’s Green Hills of Africa. He put this book on his bedside table and thought, as he always did, that Hemingway must have been blind. African hills were blue.

After he had hung his suits in the empty wardrobe and arranged his books on a shelf, he wandered through the strange house, a little lost but innocently curious, opening doors, cupboards, lifting the lids of cigarette boxes. On the kitchen table Jean had left an envelope with a note scrawled on it. Here is the car key, Nick dear. Joe says that the gear sometimes jumps out of second. Hope you can find something in the store cupboard.

He smiled, sentimentally touched by the evidence of their thoughtful affection: the flowers, the whisky set out in the drawing room, the well-stocked refrigerator. He was not hungry but felt, absurdly, that it would be ungrateful not to eat, so he poked about in the shining kitchen and made himself a scratch supper. He was drinking coffee, a difficult monograph on the inheritance laws of the Gusii propped against a pot of marmalade, when the doorbell rang, a long, threatening peal as if someone had leaned against it.

For a moment he stayed in his chair, stiff, listening, ridiculously nervous. The bell shrilled again. He got up and went slowly to the door. A man stood there, tall, rather bulky; Nick switched on the porch light and saw a pink, pouchy face, a straight heavy nose beneath which
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