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Seek and you will find. What is unsought will go undetected.

Sophocles

Somehow, in the process of trying to deny that things are always changing, we lose our sense of the sacredness of life. We tend to forget that we are part of the natural scheme of things.

Pema Chödrön
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The Golden Beetle of New Caledonia, 1914

WHEN MARGERY WAS ten, she fell in love with a beetle.

It was a bright summer’s day and all the windows of the rectory were open. She had an idea about sailing her wooden animals across the floor, two by two, but the set had belonged to her brothers once and most of them were either coloured-in or broken. Some were even missing altogether. She was wondering if in the circumstances you could pair a three-legged camel and a bird with spots when her father came out of his study.

‘Do you have a moment, old girl?’ he said. ‘There’s something I want to show you.’

So she put down the camel and the bird, and she followed him. She would have stood on her head if he’d asked.

Her father went to his desk. He sat there, nodding and smiling. She could tell he didn’t have a proper reason for calling her: he just wanted her to be with him for a while. Since her four brothers had left for war, he often called her. Or she’d find him loitering at the foot of the stairs, searching for something without seeming to know what it was. His eyes were the kindest in the world and the bald top of his head gave him a naked look, like an egg.

‘I think I have something that might interest you, old girl,’ he said. ‘Nothing much but maybe you will like it.’

At this point he would normally produce something he’d found in the garden, but instead he opened a book called Incredible Creatures. It looked important, like the Bible or an encyclopaedia, and there was a general smell of old things but that could well have been him. Margery stood at his side, trying hard not to fidget.

The first page was a painted illustration of a man. He had a normal face and normal arms but, where his legs should have been, a green mermaid tail. She was amazed. The next picture was just as strange. A squirrel like one in the garden, but this had wings. And it went on, page after page, one incredible creature after another.

‘Well, well, look,’ her father kept saying. ‘Well, now, goodness me. Look at this chap, Margery.’

‘Are they real?’

‘They might be.’

‘Are they in a zoo?’

‘Oh, no, dear heart. If these creatures live, they’ve not been found. There are people who believe they exist, but they haven’t caught them yet so they can’t prove it.’

She had no idea what he was talking about. Until that moment she’d assumed everything in the world was already found. It had never occurred to her things might happen in reverse. That you could see a picture of something in a book – that you could as good as imagine it – and then go off and look.

Her father showed her the Himalayan Yeti, the Loch Ness Monster, the Patagonian Giant Sloth. There was the Irish Elk with antlers as big as wings. The South African Quagga, which started as a zebra until it ran out of stripes and became a horse. The Great Auk, the Lion-tailed Monkey, the Queensland Tiger. So many incredible extra creatures in the world and nobody had found a single one of them.

‘Do you think they’re real?’ she said.

Her father nodded. ‘I have begun to feel comforted,’ he said, ‘by the thought of all we do not know, which is nearly everything.’ With that upside-down piece of wisdom, he turned another page. ‘Ah!’

He pointed at a speck. A beetle.

Well, how nothing this was. How small and ordinary. She couldn’t see what it was doing in a book of incredible creatures, never mind whether it was not yet found. It was the sort of thing she would tread on and not notice.

He told her the head of a beetle was called the head, the middle was the thorax and the bottom half was the abdomen. Beetles had two pairs of wings – did she know that? One delicate set that did the actual flying, and another hardened pair to protect the first. There were more kinds of beetle on God’s Earth than any other species, and they were each unique in remarkable ways.

‘It looks a bit plain,’ she said. Margery had heard her aunts call her plain. Not her brothers, though. They were handsome as horses.

‘Ah! But look!’

He turned to the next page and her insides gave a lurch.

Here the beetle was again, magnified about twenty times. And she had been wrong. She had been so wrong, she could hardly believe her eyes. Close up, that small plain thing was not plain, not one bit. Oval in shape and gold all over, it was incandescent. Gold head, gold thorax, gold abdomen. Even its tiny legs were gold, as if Nature had taken a bit of jewellery and made an insect instead. It was infinitely more glorious than a man with a tail.

‘The Golden Beetle of New Caledonia,’ said her father. ‘Imagine how it would be to find this one, and bring it home.’

Before she could ask more, there was a ring on the outside bell and he eased himself to his feet. He closed the door gently behind him, as if it had feelings, and left her alone with the beetle. She reached out her finger to touch it.

‘All?’ she heard him say from the hall. ‘What? All?’

Until now, Margery hadn’t shared her father’s love of insects – he was often in the garden with a sweep net, but it was more the sort of thing he would have done with her brothers. Yet as her finger met the golden beetle, something happened: a spark seemed to fly out and her future opened. She went hot and cold. She would find the beetle. It was that simple. She would go to wherever New Caledonia was, and bring it home. She actually felt struck, as if the top of her head had been knocked off. Already she could see herself leading the way on a mule while an assistant carried her bags at the rear.

But when the Reverend Tobias Benson returned, he didn’t seem to remember anything about the beetle, let alone Margery. He walked slowly to the desk and rifled through papers, picking them up and putting them down, as if none of them were the things they should have been. He lifted a paperweight, then a pen, and afterwards he stowed the paperweight back where the pen had been, while the pen he seemed to have no clue about. It was possible he had completely forgotten what a pen was for. He just stared, while tears fell from his eyes like string.

‘All of them?’ he said. ‘What? All?’

He took something from the drawer and stepped through the French windows, and before she realized what had happened, he’d shot himself.
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ADVENTURE!
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What Are You Doing with My New Boots?

MISS BENSON HAD begun to notice that a funny note was going around her classroom. It had started at the back and was now heading towards the middle.

The laughter had been quiet at first, but now it was all the more obvious for being stifled: one girl had hiccups and another was practically purple. But she didn’t stop her lesson. She dealt with the note the way she always dealt with them, and that was by pretending it wasn’t there. If anything, she spoke louder. The girls carried on passing the note from one to the next, and she carried on telling them how to make a cake in wartime.

In fact, the Second World War was over – it had been over for five years – but rationing wasn’t. Meat was rationed, butter was rationed; so were lard and margarine. Sugar was rationed. Tea was rationed. Cheese, coal, soap, sweets. All still rationed. The cuffs of her jacket were worn to thread and her only pair of shoes was so old they squelched in rain. If she took them to be mended, she’d have no choice but to sit there in her stockings, waiting for them to be ready, so she just kept wearing them and they kept falling apart. Streets were lined with broken buildings – rooms with whole walls gone, sometimes a light bulb left hanging or even a lavatory chain – and gardens were still turned over to useful British vegetables. Old newspapers were piled in bombsites. Men hung around on street corners in demob suits that had once belonged to someone else, while women queued for hours to get a fatty bit of bacon. You could go miles on the bus and not see a flower. Or blue sky. What she wouldn’t give for blue sky – even that seemed rationed. People kept saying this was a new beginning but every day was more of the same. Queues. Cold. Smog. Sometimes she felt she’d lived her entire life on scraps.

By now the note had reached the second row. Splutters. Titters. Much shaking of shoulders. She was explaining how to line a cake tin, when someone nudged a girl in the front row and the note was pushed into the hands of Wendy Thompson. Wendy was a sickly girl, who had the constant look of someone expecting the worst – even if you were nice to her, she still looked terrified – so it came as a shock when she opened the note and honked. That was it. The girls were off, and this time they weren’t even trying not to. If they carried on, the whole school would hear.

Margery put down her chalk. The laughter fell away, bit by bit, as they realized she was watching. It was sink or swim, she’d been told once. Don’t try to be their friend. These girls are not your friends. There was an art teacher who’d given up after a week. ‘They hum,’ she’d wept in the staff room, ‘and when I ask who is humming, they look straight at me and say, “No one is humming, Miss.” You have to be half dead to work here.’

Margery stepped down from the wooden platform. She held out her hand. ‘Give me the note, please, Wendy.’

Wendy sat with her head bowed, like a frightened rabbit. Girls on the back row exchanged a glance. Other than that, no one moved.

‘I just want to know what is so funny, Wendy. Maybe we can all enjoy the joke.’

At this point Margery had no intention of reading the note. She certainly had no intention of enjoying the joke. She was just going to open it, drop it into the bin, and after that she was going to clamber back on to the platform and finish her lesson. It was almost break time. There would be hot tea in the staff room, and a selection of biscuits.

‘The note?’ she said.

Wendy handed it over so slowly it would have been quicker to send it by post. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t, Miss,’ she said quietly.

Margery took the paper. She opened it. Silence unspooled itself like ribbon.

What she had in her hand was not the usual. It wasn’t a joke. It wasn’t even a few words about how dull the lesson was. It was a sketch. It was a carefully executed cartoon sketch of a lumpy old woman, and this lumpy old woman was clearly Margery. The baggy suit was hers, and there was no mistaking the shoes. They were planks on the ends of two large legs – you could even see a toe poking out. Her nose the girls had done as a potato, while her hair was a mad bird’s nest. The girls had also given her a moustache – and not a stylish moustache but a short, stubby one like Hitler’s. At the top, someone had written, The Virgin Margery!

Margery’s breathing reversed itself. There seemed not to be enough room for the mix of hurt and anger swelling inside her. She wanted to say, she actually wanted to shout, ‘How dare you? I am not this woman. I am not.’ But she couldn’t. Instead she kept very still, hoping for one irrational moment that the whole business would go away and never come back, if she just stayed where she was, doing absolutely nothing. Then someone giggled. Another coughed.

‘Who did this?’ she said. In her distress, her voice came out oddly thin. It was difficult to shape air into those exact sounds.

No reply.

But she was in this now. She threatened the class with extra homework. She said they’d miss afternoon break. She even warned she’d fetch the deputy, and everyone was terrified of the woman. One of the few times she’d been seen to laugh was when Margery once shut her own skirt in the door, and got stuck. (‘I’ve never seen anything so hilarious,’ the deputy said afterwards. ‘You looked like a bear in a trap.’) None of it worked. The girls sat there, resolutely silent, eyes lowered, a bit pink in the face, as the bell went for afternoon break and outside the corridors began to swell, like a river, with feet and noise. And the fact they refused to apologize or name who was responsible – not even Wendy Thompson buckled – left Margery feeling even more alone, and even more absurd. She dropped the note into the bin but it was still there. It seemed to be part of the air itself.

‘This lesson is over,’ she said, in what she hoped was a dignified tone. Then she picked up her handbag and left.

She was barely the other side of the door when the laughter came. ‘Wendy, you champion!’ the girls roared. She made her way past the physics lab and the history department and she didn’t even know where she was going any more. She just had to breathe. Girls crowded her path, barking like gulls. All she could hear was laughter. She tried the exit to the playing field but it was locked, and she couldn’t use the main door because that was for visitors only, strictly not to be used by staff. The assembly hall? No. It was filled with girls in vests and knickers, doing a wafty sort of dance with flags. She was beginning to fear she’d be stuck there for ever. She passed the display of school trophies, bumped into a box of sports bibs, and almost went flying over a fire extinguisher. The staff room, she said to herself. I will be safe in the staff room.

Margery was a big woman. She knew that. And she’d let herself go over the years. She knew that, too. She’d been tall and thin when she was a girl, just like her brothers, and she also had their bright blue eyes. She’d even worn their hand-me-downs. It had been a source of pain – not so much the hand-me-downs, but definitely the height – and she’d learnt to stoop at an early age. But being big, actually A Big Person, had only happened when her monthlies stopped. The weight piled on, the same as her mother, causing a pain in her hip that took her by surprise sometimes and made her limp. What she hadn’t realized was that she’d become the school joke.

The staff room was too hot and smelt of gravy and old cardigans. No one said hello or smiled as she entered; they were mostly snoring. The deputy stood in the corner, a wry, spry woman in a pleated skirt, with a box of drawing pins in her hand as she checked the staff notice board. Margery couldn’t get round the feeling that everyone knew about the sketch and that they, too, were laughing – even in their sleep. She poured a cup of not quite warm tea from the urn, took what was left of the biscuits and made her way to a chair. Someone had left a pair of new lacrosse boots on the seat so she put them on the floor, and flumped down.

‘Those boots are mine,’ called the deputy, not looking over.

Outside, the fog made smudges of the trees, sucking them to nothing; the grass was more brown than green. Twenty years she’d lost, doing this job, and she didn’t even like cookery. She’d only applied as a last resort. ‘Single women only,’ the advertisement had said. She thought again of the cartoon sketch. The care the girls had taken to poke fun at her terrible hair, broken shoes, her threadbare old suit. It hurt. And the reason it hurt so much was that they were right. The girls were right. Even to herself, most of all to herself, Margery was a joke.

After school she would go home to her flat, which – despite her aunts’ heavy furniture – was empty and cold. She would wait for the cage-lift that never came because people were always forgetting to close the door properly and, in the end, she would plod up the stairs to the fourth floor. She would make a meal with whatever she could find, she would wash up and put things away, then later take an aspirin and read herself to sleep, and no one would know, that was the truth – she could skip a few chapters, or eat everything in her flat in one sitting – and not only would no one notice, but it would make no difference to the world if they did. Weekends and school holidays were even worse. Whole days could pass with barely a word spoken to another human being. She spread out her chores but there was a limit to how many times you could change a library book, without beginning to look homeless. A picture came to her of a beetle in a killing jar, dying slowly.

Margery’s hand reached to the floor. It put down the teacup and was round the deputy’s lacrosse boots before her head knew anything about it. They were large and black. Solid too. With thick ridges on the sole for extra grip. She got up.

‘Miss Benson,’ called the deputy. ‘Excuse me? What are you doing with my new boots?’

It was a fair question and Margery had no idea of the answer. Her body seemed to have taken charge. She walked past the deputy and the tea urn and the other members of staff – who, she knew even without turning round, had all stirred from sleep and were watching, bewildered, open-mouthed – and she left the staff room with the boots under one arm and her handbag under the other. She pushed her way through a crowd of girls, and found herself hurrying towards the main vestibule.

‘Miss Benson?’ she heard. ‘Miss Benson?’

But what was she doing now? It was bad enough to pick up someone else’s boots and walk off, but her hands had decided to take things a whole stage further. As if to compensate for the deadliness she felt inside, they were grabbing items indiscriminately. A silver trophy, the bundle of sports bibs, even the fire extinguisher. She was in something terrible and instead of saying sorry and putting it all back, she was making the whole business a thousand times worse. She passed the headmistress’s study. The locked door to the playing field. She marched right into the main vestibule – which she knew, everybody knew, was strictly not to be used by staff and was hung with portraits of old headmistresses, all of whom were definitely virgins.

The deputy was on her trail and getting closer by the second. ‘Miss Benson? Miss Benson!’

It took three goes to open the main door, and she could barely keep hold of everything. The fire extinguisher, for instance, was far heavier than she’d expected. Like carting off a small child.

‘Miss Benson. How dare you?’

Swinging back the door, she lumbered through in time to turn and glimpse the deputy’s face, white and rigid, so close the woman could have grabbed Margery by the hair. She slammed the door. The deputy screamed. She had a terrible feeling she’d hurt the deputy’s hand. She also had a feeling it would be good to accelerate, but her body had done enough already and wanted to lie down. Worse, there were more people on her heels. A few teachers, even a cluster of excited girls. She had no choice but to keep running. Her lungs were burning, her legs felt wonky, her hip was beginning to throb. As she staggered past the tennis courts, she found the world had begun to revolve. She ditched the fire extinguisher, netball trophy and sports bibs, and got to the main gate. As the number seven rose smoothly over the brow of the hill, she hobbled towards the bus stop as fast as her great big legs would carry her, the boots clamped beneath her arm like an unwilling pet.

‘Don’t think you’ll get away with this!’ she heard. The bus stopped ahead of Margery. Freedom was in sight.

But just at the moment she should have launched herself to safety, shock set in and her body froze. Nothing would work. The conductor rang the bell; the bus began to roll away and would have left her behind, were it not for the quick thinking of two passengers who grabbed her by the lapels and yanked upwards. Margery clung to the pole, unable to speak, barely able to see, as the bus carried her away from the school. She had never done a wrong thing in her life. She’d never stolen anything, apart from – once – a man’s handkerchief. And yet her head was buzzing, her heart was kicking, and the hairs were standing up on the back of her neck. All she could think of was a place called New Caledonia.

Next morning, she placed an advert in The Times: Wanted. French-speaking assistant for expedition to other side of the world. All expenses paid.
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A Really Stupid Woman

SOMETHING HAD HAPPENED to Margery the day her father showed her his book of incredible creatures. She didn’t even know how to explain. It was like being given something to carry that she was never able to put down. One day, she had said to herself, I will find the Golden Beetle of New Caledonia and bring it home. And somehow also with this promise came another – far more oblique – that her father would be so happy and pleased he, too, would come home. If not physically, then at least metaphorically.

But New Caledonia was a French archipelago in the South Pacific. Between Britain and New Caledonia, there were over ten thousand miles; most of them sea. It would take five weeks by ship to Australia, another six hours on a flying boat and that was just getting there. The main island was long and thin: roughly 250 miles in length and only twenty-five wide, shaped like a rolling pin, with a mountain chain running from top to bottom. She would need to get to the far north and hire a bungalow as base camp. After that, there would be weeks of climbing. Cutting a path through rainforest, searching on hands and knees. Sleeping in a hammock, lugging her gear on her back, not to mention the bites and the heat. You might as well say you were off to the Moon.

Years ago, Margery had collected things that reminded her of what she loved, and kept her true. A beetle necklace, a map of New Caledonia, an illustrated pocket guide to the islands by the Reverend Horace Blake. She’d made important discoveries about the beetle: its possible size, shape and habitat. She’d made plans. But suddenly she’d stopped. Or, rather, life had. Life had stopped. And even though she occasionally found her eye caught by something that looked at a distance like a piece of gold and turned out to be trash, she had abandoned all hope of getting to New Caledonia. So this time she would do it. She would go in search of the beetle that had not yet been found – either before someone else went and found it first, or before she was too old to get on to a boat. Next year she would be forty-seven. And while that didn’t make her old, it made her more old than young. Certainly too old to have a child. Her own mother had died at forty-six, while her brothers hadn’t made it to their mid-twenties. Already she felt her time was running out.

No one, of course, would think it was a good idea. Margery wasn’t even a proper collector, for a start. She knew how to kill a beetle and pin it, but she’d never worked in a museum. She didn’t have a passport. She couldn’t speak a word of French. And who would go all that way for a tiny insect that might not be there? Margery wrote to the Royal Entomological Society, asking if they would kindly fund her trip, and they kindly wrote back and said they wouldn’t. Her doctor said an expedition to the other side of the world might kill her, while her bank manager warned she hadn’t got enough funds. Also, she was a lady.

‘Thank you,’ said Margery. It was possibly the nicest thing anyone had said to her in years.

Four people replied to her advert: a widow, a retired teacher, a demobbed soldier, and a woman called Enid Pretty. Enid Pretty had spilt tea over her letter – it wasn’t really a letter, more of a shopping list – while her spelling verged on distressing. Enid said she wanted to ‘Liv life and see the worlb!’ After that she’d put carrots, and a few other things she needed, including powbered egg and string. Margery wrote to all of them except Enid Pretty, explaining briefly about the beetle and inviting them for tea at Lyons Corner House, where she would be dressed in brown and holding her pocket guide to New Caledonia. She suggested mid-afternoon in the hope she wouldn’t have to fork out for a full meal, and Wednesday because it was cheaper midweek. She was on a tight budget.

There was also a letter from the school. The headmistress skipped lightly over the matter of the fire extinguisher and the sports bibs but requested the immediate return of the deputy’s lacrosse boots. Now that Margery was in the business of taking other people’s footwear, she was no longer required to teach domestic science.

The wildness Margery had felt that afternoon was gone, and all she felt was wobbly panic. What had possessed her to steal a pair of boots? She hadn’t just walked out of her job, she’d walked out and made it impossible to go back. As soon as she’d got home, she’d stuffed the boots beneath the mattress where she couldn’t see them, but it isn’t easy hiding something from yourself – ideally you need to be out of the room when you do it – and she could as easily forget the boots as her own two feet. She had spent several days barely daring to move. She thought, That’s it. I’ll get rid of them, I’ll send them back on my way to Lyons, but the postmistress insisted on knowing what was inside the parcel and Margery lost her nerve. Then, as she was walking away, the heavens opened and one of her old brown shoes split apart. In effect, she was wearing a flap on her foot. Oh, to hell with this, she thought.

She put on the boots.

New problem. Lyons Corner House was busier than she’d expected, even on a Wednesday afternoon. Every single woman in London had come out for tea and they had all decided to wear brown. She had a table by the window, along with her guidebook and a list of questions, but her mouth was as dry as a flannel. She could barely speak.

‘Miss Benson?’

She jumped. Her first applicant was already at her side. She hadn’t even noticed him approach. He was tall, like her, but not an ounce of flesh on him, and his head was shaved so close she could see the white of his skin. His demob suit hung loose.

‘Mr Mundic,’ he said.

Margery had never been what people called a man’s woman, but then again, she hadn’t been much of a woman’s woman either. She put out her hand, only she paused, and Mundic ducked to sit so that – like a dance that had already gone wrong – by the time her hand reached him he was halfway to his chair and instead of greeting him like any normal person, she poked him rather forcefully in the ear.

‘Do you like travel, Mr Mundic?’ she asked, consulting a notebook for her first question.

He said he did. He’d been posted in Burma. Prisoner of war. He pulled out his passport.

It was shocking. The photograph was of a great big man in his late twenties with a beard and wavy hair, and the one opposite was more of a walking corpse. His eyes were too big for his face and his bones seemed ready to burst out of him. He was nervous too: he couldn’t meet her eyes, his hands were shaking. In fact, his hands were the only part of him that seemed to belong to the man in the photograph. They were the size of paddles.

Politely, Margery steered the conversation to the beetle. She took out her map of New Caledonia, so old the folds were transparent. She pointed to the biggest of the islands – long and thin, the shape of a rolling pin. ‘Grande Terre,’ she said, speaking very clearly because something about Mr Mundic suggested he was struggling to understand. She marked the northern tip of the island with a cross. ‘I believe the beetle will be here.’

She hoped he might display some enthusiasm. Just a smile would have been nice. Instead he rubbed his hands. ‘There will be snakes,’ he said.

Did Margery laugh? She didn’t mean to. It came out by accident: she was as nervous as he was. But Mr Mundic didn’t laugh. He flashed a look of defiance at her, as if she’d upset him, and then dropped his gaze back to the table where he kept twisting his fingers and pulling at them.

Margery explained you didn’t get snakes in New Caledonia. And while they were on the subject of animals you didn’t get, there were no crocodiles, poisonous spiders or vultures. There were some quite big lizards and cockroaches, and a not very nice sea snake, but that was about it.

No one, she said, had ever caught a gold soft-winged flower beetle. Most people didn’t believe they were real. There were gold scarabs, and carabids, but no collection contained a gold flower beetle. To find one would be really something. It would be small, about the size of a ladybird, but slimmer in shape. Lowering her voice, she leant close. Since making up her mind to find it, she was convinced everyone else was looking, too, even those people currently enjoying tea and meat pies in Lyons Corner House. Besides, there were private collectors who would pay a small fortune for a beetle that had not yet been found.

She followed with her evidence. First, a letter from Darwin to his friend Alfred Russel Wallace, in which he (Darwin!) mentioned a rumour about a beetle like a gilded raindrop. Then there was a missionary, who described in his journal a mountain with the shape of a blunt wisdom tooth where he’d come across a beetle so small and gold, he’d fallen to his knees and prayed. There had even been a near miss for an orchid collector searching at high altitude: he’d seen a flash of gold but couldn’t get to his sweep net in time. All of them referred to the island Grande Terre in New Caledonia, but if the missionary was right, and the orchid collector was right, the beetle had to be in the north. Besides, collectors in the past had always stayed south, or on the coast, where the terrain was less dangerous and they felt safest.

As far as science was concerned, the beetle didn’t yet exist because nothing existed until it had been presented to the Natural History Museum, described and given its Latin name. So she would need to bring home three pairs of specimens, correctly pinned, and if they were damaged in any way, they’d be useless. She would also need detailed drawings and notebooks. ‘I would like the beetle to be named after my father. Benson’s Beetle. Dicranolaius bensoni,’ she said.

But Mr Mundic didn’t seem bothered what anyone called it. He didn’t seem that bothered about the beetle. He skipped right from the bit where she told him about the job to the bit where he accepted, without the vital bit in the middle where she made the offer. Yes, he would lead Margery’s expedition. He would carry a gun to defend her from savages, and kill wild pig for her to cook on the camp fire. He asked what date they would be leaving.

Margery swallowed. Mr Mundic clearly had a screw loose. She reminded him she was looking for a beetle. This was 1950: there was no need for guns, and New Caledonia was not an island of savages. Fifty thousand American troops had been safely posted there during the war. As well as French cafés and shops, you could now find hamburger restaurants and milkshake bars. According to the Reverend Horace Blake – and she lifted her guidebook as if it were the Bible – the only things Margery needed were gifts like confectionery and zips, and as for food, she’d be taking her own British supplies in packets and tins.

‘Are you telling me I’m not man enough to lead this expedition?’ Mr Mundic slammed his fist on the table, narrowly missing the salt and pepper. ‘Are you saying you can do it without me?’

Suddenly he was on his feet. It was as though a switch had flicked inside him. She had no idea what she’d done. He was shouting and little balls of spittle were shooting from his mouth. He was telling Margery she was a stupid woman. He was telling her she’d get lost in the rainforest and die in a hole—

Mr Mundic grabbed his passport and left. Despite his height, he looked small, with his hair too short and his suit too big, his bony hands balled into fists; he was pushing past the waitresses in their little white hats and the diners politely waiting to be seated as if he hated every one of them.

He was a casualty of war, and Margery had no idea how to help.

Her second applicant, the widow, was early, which was good, and wanted only a glass of water – even better. But she thought Margery meant Caledonia, as in Scotland. No, said Margery. She meant New Caledonia, as in the Other Side of the World.

That was the end of the interview.

By now Margery was struggling to keep her nerve. Of her four original applicants, the first, Enid Pretty, had eliminated herself before she’d even started; Mr Mundic needed help; the third had left after three minutes. She was beginning to think the expedition of her lifetime was already over when the retired teacher arrived. Miss Hamilton strode through the tea house wearing a mackintosh that could happily have doubled as a curtain, while her skirt was elasticated at the waist and a practical shade of gravy brown to hide all stains. She also had a beard – not a substantial one, but more than a few sprouty hairs. Margery liked her immediately. She waved to Miss Hamilton and Miss Hamilton waved back.

Margery had barely told her about the beetle before Miss Hamilton whipped out a notebook and began her own set of questions, some of which she spoke in French. Was Margery interested in butterflies? (No. Only beetles. She hoped to bring home many specimens.) How long would the expedition take? (Five and a half months, including travel.) Had she hired a hut as base camp? (Not yet.) The interview was entirely upside down. Nevertheless, Margery was thrilled. It was like meeting a new and improved version of herself, without the nerves and also in a foreign language. Only when Miss Hamilton asked about her job did Margery panic. She gave the name of the school and changed the subject. She even shoved her feet under her chair – not that Miss Hamilton would have known about the boots, but guilt is not logical.

‘You don’t need one of these blonde hussies as your assistant,’ said Miss Hamilton, just as a blonde hussy conveniently clip-clopped past the window. ‘What did any of those young women do for the war effort but lie on their backs with their legs open? Family?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘What is your background?’

‘I was brought up by two aunts.’

‘Siblings?’

‘My four brothers were killed on the same day at Mons.’

‘Your parents?’

‘Also gone.’

Margery had to pause. The truth about her father was a crater with Keep Out! signs all round it. She never went close. Her mother’s death had been different. Maybe because it came while she’d been dozing in her chair, and even though Margery had found her, it hadn’t been a shock. Her mother alive and her mother deceased had looked comfortingly similar. As for her brothers, she’d lost them so long ago, she thought of herself as an only child. She was the last tin in the Benson factory. The end of the line.

Miss Hamilton said, ‘Two world wars have created a nation of single women. We must not hide our light under a bushel.’ She hitched her handbag over her arm, as if it had tried to escape before now and she wasn’t taking any chances. ‘Goodbye, Miss Benson. What a marvellous adventure. Consider me in.’

‘You mean you want to come?’

‘I wouldn’t miss it for the world.’

It would be a lie to say Margery skipped all the way home. She hadn’t skipped since she was a child. Besides it was dark and raining – the smog was thick – and the lacrosse boots were rubbing at the heel. But as she walked/limped, everything she passed – the filthy broken buildings, pitted with shrapnel scars, the women queuing for food, the men in civvies that didn’t fit – seemed precious, as if she’d already left it behind. Briefly she thought she heard footsteps but when she turned there was no one: with smog, people came and went, like ink in water. She had spoken about the gold beetle with three strangers and, while it was true that two had left in a hurry, the beetle had become even more real in her mind and even more findable. Margery opened her handbag for her key and wondered what she’d done with her map, but there was no time to worry because an envelope lay beneath the door, from the headmistress.

I regret to inform you that after your failure to return the stolen boots, the matter has been passed into the hands of the police.

Margery’s stomach fell, as if she were in a lift and someone had cut its suspension. She hid the letter under the bed and pulled out her suitcase.
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Just Get Rid of It!

FOR YEARS, MARGERY did not know what had happened to her father. After he walked through the French windows, she’d heard the gunshot and seen a spray of blood against the glass, and it had terrified her so much that she’d remained exactly where she was. Then came other sounds – a hundred birds, her mother’s scream – and the rectory had seemed to fill with new voices. She didn’t know any more what was safe and what wasn’t. All she could see was the red on the window, all she wanted was her father, until eventually someone thought to look for her and found her wedged beneath the bookcase. This person – she had never seen him before but, then again, he was lying at a sideways angle in order to coax her out – said her father had met with an accident and she would need to be a very good little girl, and not cause trouble or hide under any more furniture.

Over the next few weeks, everything disappeared from the rectory. Not just Cook and the housemaid, but even the contents. Margery watched as things that had made up her life to date – the table she had run into when she was four, the wardrobe where she had once hidden for an entire afternoon, her brothers’ cricket bats, her father’s books – were loaded into carts and driven away. Then she and her mother left too, her mother in dark crêpe, Margery wearing an old pair of trousers and a scratchy boater. One suitcase was all they had.

They took the train to her aunts in London. Her mother sat wedged in the corner of the carriage, sinking towards sleep, while Margery counted every station and spoke the names out loud. Her mother was a big woman but there was nothing soft about her. Nothing gave when you tried to hug her. If anything, she became more solid.

‘I will never be happy again,’ she said, as if grief was something you put on, like a hat.

And Margery – who hadn’t a clue what she was talking about – leant joyfully out of the window and announced she could see the River Thames.

Aunt Hazel and Aunt Lorna were her father’s twin sisters, and they were very religious. They wore black, even on a good day, and prayed before and after every meal, sometimes in the middle. They didn’t make conversation as such but gave edifying pronouncements, like ‘We rejoice in our suffering, knowing that suffering produces endurance,’ and ‘We are never sent more than we can bear.’ The kind of thing other women stitched on samplers. They did all that spinsters of a certain class were allowed to do – dusting, of which they did an awful lot, counting the laundry but not actually washing it, and polishing silver until it shone like the sun. Everything else they left to the live-in maid, Barbara, a terrifying woman, who wore her hair in a topknot and took all instruction as a personal affront. The aunts owned a mansion flat in Kensington with a hundred steps. As for the garden, there wasn’t one: it was just a communal square.

After the suitcase had been brought in, Aunt Hazel poked up the fire and Aunt Lorna pulled the curtains, while her mother landed in a chair by the window, like a toy that had lost its stuffing. The parlour was filled with vast furniture that made no concession to the smallness of the room, so everyone was a bit cramped. Her aunts observed in horrified tones that Margery was big for a girl, and also dressed like a boy. Her mother yawned and explained the problem was that she kept growing. ‘May I play, please?’ said Margery. Her aunts said she could play in the square so long as she didn’t shout or bend the flowers. But when she asked, ‘Is my father coming soon?’ all three women closed their eyes. For a moment Margery thought a prayer was coming on.

Then: ‘Tea?’ said Aunt Hazel.

‘Ring for Barbara,’ said Aunt Lorna.

‘I’m so tired,’ yawned her mother.

And that was how it went for the next few months. Margery roamed the square and tried her best not to shout or to bend flowers, but when she asked for news of her father or when she would go home – even if she asked about her brothers – her aunts rang the bell, her mother closed her eyes, as if overcome with a fairytale kind of tiredness that might last centuries, while Barbara crashed into the parlour, furious, bearing an overpacked tea tray. No one meant to hurt her. In fact they meant the opposite – they meant to spare her from shame – but it was like passing through a bewitched land, a place without signposts or boundaries where everyone was asleep but her. Panic set in. She wet the bed. She cried over nothing. For a while, she spent her days checking that the men in bandages and wheelchairs outside were not her father. Finally, her brain made a decision: it was better not to keep things that clearly were not meant to be kept, and a hole opened. Everything from her life before the aunts disappeared. The war came to an end, and her brothers and father belonged to a part of her life that seemed incredibly far away, like looking at something distantly across a lake, so that even though she missed them, she didn’t feel it. It didn’t hurt. And, after all, there was nothing strange about an all-female household: a generation of men had been wiped out.

Life carried on. Her aunts replaced her brothers’ hand-me-downs with plain frocks, and so long as Margery didn’t run or make a noise, they failed to notice her. A school was found to which she seldom went, and when she did, she kept herself apart. Meanwhile her mother continued to sit in one place and grow heavier, not just in her body but in her eyes and voice, and still no one said anything about her father. She forgot his book of incredible creatures.

Then, coming into the parlour one afternoon, Margery found four women balanced on the furniture. Even the maid, Barbara, was up there, and so was her mother – it was the most agile thing Margery had seen her do in years.

‘Just get rid of it!’ shrieked Barbara, sounding not like a maid. All four women pointed at the window.

Attached to the curtain like a little black brooch, Margery found a beetle. ‘Hello,’ she said. Feeling she had its confidence, she eased it into her hand and opened the window. She felt giant with the responsibility. She certainly wasn’t afraid.

But when she tried to set the beetle free, it wouldn’t move. Had she killed it? She gave the smallest shake of her arm – she even prayed – and, to her delight, its back suddenly lifted and split into two hard wings. Beneath them a second miraculous pair fanned out, delicate as sweet wrappers, and began to pulse. I know this, she thought. I know about this. The beetle paused for a moment, as if to check everything was in good working order, then lifted upwards, heading straight for the wall before swinging out its tiny legs and righting itself in the nick of time. It made such a busy noise and, for the first time, she felt she understood something about the perilous mechanics of flight. A beetle might be small, and on the chunky side, but its will to travel was spectacular. She began to laugh.

And when the beetle returned a few days later – or another that looked exactly the same – she caught it in her hands and took it to her room. She kept it hidden in a small box that she filled with leaves and other things it might like, including dirt and also water. She gave it a name, Tobias Benson, because that was her father’s, and she drew so many pictures that she ran out of notebook. It lived for two weeks without anyone finding it, and the day it died, she cried so much her aunts thought she was going down with something and said extra prayers.

But it marked the beginning of her passion for beetles. She went out looking all the time, and it was amazing, once you started, how easy they were to find. No matter what she was doing, beetles were always in her thoughts. She drew pictures, she made notes, she borrowed books from the library. She learnt that within the beetle kingdom there were more than 170 families – including the carabids, weevils, scarabs, blister beetles and stag – and that within each family there were thousands of variations. She learnt their common names: dung beetle, June bug, cockchafer, green tortoise beetle, devil’s coach horse. She knew where they lived, what they fed on, where they laid their eggs, how to tell them apart. She kept her specimens in homemade houses and jars, and filled notebook after notebook with her drawings and descriptions.

Beetles she understood. It was people who had become strange.
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A Small Crushing Feeling Under the Ribs

‘BEAR MISS DENSON, Is the jod still avaladle?’

‘bear miss denson, bib you get my letters? I want to be your asisstent!’

‘Milk, Epsom slats, caddage.’

Over the next few days, three more barely decipherable letters came from Enid Pretty, though one was strictly speaking a shopping list and meant for the grocer.

There was no time to reply. There was barely time to think. Chance favours those who are prepared, and Margery had her own lists and budgets everywhere she looked. Corned beef, stockings, ethanol, search permits. Now Miss Hamilton was her assistant, the expedition had gained a life of its own. Miss Hamilton wanted to be home in good time for the Festival of Britain the following May. If they left in three weeks’ time, in mid-October, that would allow six for travel, three months’ trekking, with a departure from New Caledonia in February. Three weeks was nothing. It was actually insane. It also meant being there for the hottest season, when the Reverend Horace Blake warned of cyclones. But she was in this now. She’d given up once before, and if she did so again, she knew that would be it. Her dream would be over.

Time to get a passport.

The young man behind the desk said it took a month to process an application and, in any case, hers was not valid. He was very thin, verging on spindly, and his lashes were so pale his eyes looked shaved. ‘But I only have three weeks,’ said Margery. ‘And what exactly is wrong with my application?’

‘You haven’t provided a photograph. And you can’t describe your face like that.’

‘Why not?’

‘You can describe your face as round. Or thin.’

‘That’s it? That’s the only way I can describe my face?’

She had been queuing at the passport office for two hours. She’d had to wait in front of a woman with a cold, whose germs were hopping all over the place. She had filled in her form correctly, and when it asked for a description of her face she’d written ‘Intelligent’. If she hadn’t provided a photograph, it was because she didn’t have one.

‘Any photograph will do,’ said the passport official, handing her a new application form, ‘so long as you’re not wearing a hat. You must have an old photograph?’

But, no, Margery didn’t. She didn’t have a new one and she didn’t have an old one, with or without the hat. As a young woman she had once cut her face out of all the photographs of herself that she could find – and now it had become habit. She didn’t even know why she did it any more. She just felt happier if she wasn’t in them. But the woman with the cold was beginning to sound bronchial, the passport official was staring at Margery as if she were some kind of ancient fossil, and none of that made any difference to the fact she had no photograph. ‘Unless you would like to accept one without my head?’

The passport official said he wouldn’t. The head, he said, was the whole point. He sent her in the direction of a special coin-operated photo booth.

Margery was an intelligent woman, as she’d put on her passport application, but the special coin-operated booth seemed to have come from another planet. The sign on the front advertised, ‘Photos while you wait!’ begging the question of how you could possibly have your photo taken while you went off and did something else, but there was no time to take this up with the passport official because another person – Woman with Cold – had already come to have hers done too. So Margery went inside the booth. She inserted her coins, she took off her hat, and was just bending forward to double-check the instructions, when the flash went and missed her completely. She stepped out of the booth, she queued again, then went back in, and inserted more coins until she realized she didn’t have enough. By the time she returned with a fresh supply, a couple were already in the booth, using her coins, and also the booth, for something livelier than a photograph. Afterwards she felt a need to wipe the seat, just in a hygienic way, so that a tutting queue began to form and, in her distress, she made it too high. Consequently, her second strip of photos were of her head but only the lower half. She looked barely human. More coins, more queuing. Her third set would have been perfect were it not for a helpful stranger who thought Margery might be having difficulties and opened the curtain as the flash went: even though there was a full portrait of Margery there was also one of a dark-haired woman she had never met, looking surprised and terribly apologetic. By now it was mid-afternoon.

As she approached the passport official, he did his best to duck. (‘I can still see you,’ said Margery.) Quickly he stamped her application and said it would have to do. He would mark it as urgent.


	19 stockings (not in pairs)

	1 grey skirt

	1 grey cardigan

	2 girdles

	Illustrated Guide to Beetles of the World

	Insects, Their Ways and Means of Living by Snodgrass

	1 guide to rare orchids

	1 brown frock (belt missing)

	1 French dictionary

	30 packets of oatmeal

	1 pair of lacrosse boots

	Pocket Guide to New Caledonia by the Reverend Horace Blake



Time was passing too fast. Her veins throbbed, her head spun, her jaw was a clamp. Write to L’Office Centrale de Permis in New Caledonia, write to the French embassy, write to the British consulate. Margery seemed to exist permanently above the surface of things. Buy supplies. Sort collecting equipment. Pack suitcase. Get vaccinations. And now that the stolen boots were in the hands of the police, Margery half expected to find a man in uniform, with a warrant for her arrest, every time she stepped outside.

Miss Hamilton wrote daily, full of new ideas and suggestions. Wouldn’t it be jolly to dress as men and hire mules? Frankly, it wouldn’t. Margery had a thing about mules: she had been bitten as a teenager, and would do anything to avoid their large yellow teeth. She also had less in the way of funding than she’d let on. She had never been a full-blown liar – Barbara once made her take a bite out of the soap when she swore she hadn’t taken the sieve for beetle collecting – but the trust fund she had inherited from her aunts would barely cover the return voyage. She wrote again to the Royal Entomological Society, and once again they refused to help. The letter ended with a clear warning: Do not on any account make an expedition into the remote northern regions of New Caledonia. The same advice came from the Foreign Office.

Cash, cash, she needed more cash. Margery sold everything but the bare bones of her flat. Once again, she watched a cart drive away, loaded this time with the furniture that had belonged to her aunts. It would have appalled them and it appalled her too, but she had no choice. As the buyer pointed out, it was better than a smack in the eye with a wet fish. So many things, she thought, would be better than that that it was hard to see this as a helpful remark.

Margery visited the travel agent and paid for two tickets in a shared berth, tourist class, on RMS Orion from Tilbury to Brisbane, returning for home on 18 February. The agent showed her a pamphlet with brightly coloured photographs of yellow deckchairs and a sea as blue as a swimming pool; spacious cabins with yellow flowers and yellow beds and yellow curtains at the porthole; though when she asked if she might keep the pamphlet, he said sadly not. She booked a twin room at the Marine Hotel in Brisbane, where they would spend two nights before catching the flying boat to Nouméa. She converted all that was left of her savings into traveller’s cheques; she had vaccinations against typhoid and yellow fever – for a few days her left arm was about as useful as a third leg – and began to collect supplies.

Throughout New Caledonia, wrote the Reverend Horace Blake, toilet facilities are primitive. Take all precautions against possible infection.

Where there had once been furniture, her flat was now crammed with towers of Izal lavatory paper, Chamberlain’s colic and diarrhoea remedy, James’s powder for fever, water purifying tablets, sulphuric acid, emetic tartar, talcum powder, Epsom salts, lavender water, as well as two folded tarps, calico sheets, two mosquito nets, a pocket-knife, Walkden’s ink powder, straps and hones, needles, thread, tape, gauze-worsted stockings, four months’ supply of Spam, condensed milk – basically, anything that came in a tin and that she could get without coupons – curry powder, powdered coffee, batteries, bandages, quinine, brushes, twine, blotting paper, notebooks, pencils, two hammocks and a canvas tent. She sent off to Watkins & Doncaster for specialist collecting equipment – a sweep net, a pooter with two rubber tubes, specimen vials, killing jars, a supply of ethanol and naphthalene, trays, mothballs, cotton wool, paper, labels and insect pins – but when she unpacked the box, the vials were smashed and she had to send them back.

Strange, though, to see these things after so many years. To hold a length of tube again. To place one end in her mouth, and the other over an imaginary beetle, and suck quickly, the breath not too sharp, and not too soft either, pulling the insect up the tube and depositing it safely in a specimen jar. It was as though her senses had secretly kept hold of a memory her mind had put away.

In terms of clothes, Margery packed an assortment of brown things, plus her best purple frock for special occasions. She tried to buy a safari helmet and was offered a sun hat. She asked about a plain jacket with pockets and flaps, and was told the style was only available for men. But supposing she needed to put things in her pockets? And keep them there with a flap? The assistant suggested a handbag. Handbags, he added, in case she really hadn’t got the point, could be found on the ground floor between cosmetics and hosiery. In the end she gave up on the jacket and found a second-hand pith helmet that looked more like a cake tin than something a human being would put on her head. The supplies of food and camping gear would be sent ahead in a tea chest, while she would keep her precious collecting equipment in a special Gladstone bag.

With five days left, Margery delivered her tea chest to the shipping company. The next time she saw it she would be on the other side of the world. Impossible to imagine, like standing on her head. Waiting for her at home was another letter from Miss Hamilton.

Dear Miss Benson … The message was unusually short and Margery read slowly. Miss Hamilton wrote that she had been doing a little searching and investigating of my own! That sounded a happy thing and in no way prepared Margery for what came next. Following some communication with Margery’s previous employers, Miss Hamilton regretted she was no longer able to accompany her on account of an unfortunate incident that is now in the hands of the police. Margery felt a small crushing feeling somewhere beneath the ribcage. She had to reach for the console table – only the table was no longer there and instead she stumbled into the wall.

It is easier for human beings to believe the worst things said about them than the kindest. Margery felt as if Miss Hamilton had found her way into her most shameful secrets and was now serving them jubilantly on a plate for the whole world to see. She couldn’t stop shaking.

Could she go without an assistant? Of course she couldn’t. She couldn’t possibly manage all the equipment and, anyway, it wouldn’t be safe. No use asking Mr Mundic: he’d be deep-frying
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