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Historical Note

In 1788, a fleet of eleven British ships landed on a shore almost 10,000 miles from England. The ships carried convicts whom the overburdened British prison system could no longer hold. A significant minority hailed from Ireland, which had been under British colonial rule for centuries. Exiled from their homelands, the convicts were put to work to create a new penal colony called New South Wales. Over the next eighty years, British authorities transported thousands of convicts to New South Wales and the nearby colonies of (as they were then called) Van Diemen’s Land, Brisbane and the Swan River Colony. In 1901, these and other surrounding colonies united to become Australia.

The First Australians, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, had thrived on the land for millennia before the arrival of those ships. It is estimated that over 250 languages – reflecting distinct nations with distinct cultures – were spoken in Australia prior to 1788. British invasion was devastating for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Their lands were taken from them. Many lost their lives to colonial violence and imported disease. Following 1788, First Nations peoples were subject to racist policies that aimed to ‘assimilate’ them into white Australian society, an attempt to deprive  them of their language and culture as well as their land. The effects of this are still felt today.

This is a painful legacy and one that is not mine to write about. Nor is it my place to write about the enduring agency of First Nations peoples and their conservation of language, culture and connection to Country. I would encourage you to seek out their stories. The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, accessible at aiatsis.gov.au, is a good place to start.




Acknowledgement of Country

Comber Bay is a fictional place, inspired by my treasured memories of staying with family in Batemans Bay, on the south coast of New South Wales. I would like to acknowledge the Walbunja people, the Traditional Custodians of that land, and pay my respects to Elders both past and present.




The ocean has its silent caves

Nathaniel Hawthorne, ‘The Ocean’





PART ONE




PROLOGUE

She breathes in time with the sea.

In.

The waves crash against the rocks, frothing through the mouth of the cave. Icy on her toes, her shaking thighs.

Out.

The tide sucks away, leaving offerings in its wake. A glistening rope of seaweed. Pieces of shell, pearled as bone.

She grits her teeth but the pain rips through her – a bright, shocking thing – and the next breath is a scream.

Another contraction, her cry swallowed by the thundering waves. She knows she is safe in her dark cave, with its slick rocks and its steady drip of salt. But the sea is hungry and it must be fed.

She places a shaking hand between her legs, feels the baby’s skull with its bloodied caul.

Now.

She lifts the fabric of her dress, bunching it into her mouth, biting down hard on the cloth, her body gathering itself together. One more push and she howls, her body split open until it is empty, spent, and the child is in her arms. She touches the tiny starfish hands; the half-closed eyes; the shell pink lips.

She allows herself this one, precious moment. And then she rises, trembling, her child mewling at her breast.

Below the entrance to her cave, the sea churns over the rocks, waiting.
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LUCY


MONDAY, 11 FEBRUARY 2019

Hamilton Hume University

Broken Hill, NSW

Australia

900 kilometres inland

It’s the scream that wakes her.

The room smells of must and sleep. She can feel the rapid beat of a pulse, the tender cords of a throat. Fingernails rake at her hands.

A grey dawn filters through the slats in the blinds, and in its light Lucy sees Ben below her, his eyes bright with fear. A blood vessel has burst in his left sclera, forming a red star. She stumbles back from the bed.

‘Lucy,’ he splutters, one hand clawing at his neck. ‘What the—’

The words choke out of him, his voice strangled.

Strangled. Her hands on his neck, the bulge of his eyes.

She’d been strangling him.

He sits up in bed, switches on a lamp. She bucks away from it like an animal. There is movement outside, in the corridor. A knock at the door.

‘Ben, mate? Are you all right? I thought I heard—’

She moves slowly, as if through water. Her pulse hammers at her throat. The knocking intensifies; Ben is coughing now. Calling for help.

The press of the door at her back. She grasps the doorknob with sweaty fingers, uses it to ground herself. The door is already unlocked, the faulty dead bolt jangling. She wrenches it open, pushes past Nick, Ben’s room-mate, and runs down the corridor up the flight of stairs to her own room.

Once inside, she leans against the door, breathing heavily as she struggles to process what just happened. Her dorm room is pin-neat as always, the books in careful piles on her desk and bedside table. But the bedclothes are rumpled, the air stale. Her sheets feel damp, as if she’s sweated through them.

She tries to draw the events of the evening back to her. Not willing to face the canteen, she’d skipped dinner; soothing her anxious stomach with ginger tea in her favourite mug brought from home. Then she’d put on a podcast and settled in for an early night, hoping the distraction would vanquish thoughts of Ben, and what he’d done.

There’d been a dream, she remembers now: cold water licking her skin, stones digging into her feet. The scrape of rock against her skull. A man’s hot breath in her face, his fingers digging into her flesh – fear warring with the desperate need to fight, to survive—

And then she’d woken to find herself straddling Ben’s chest, her hands clawed tight around his throat. Horror sweeps through her, numbing her fingertips, her lips.

She’d been sleepwalking. Something she has never – not once in her life – done before.

She looks at her hands, watches them tremble. Had she wanted to hurt Ben – to kill him, even – after what he’d done to her? Or had it been the dream, which lingers still like a bad taste in her mouth – the gnaw of fear, that primal need to fight, to survive? It was as if some limbic part of her brain had directed her to his room, a puppet led by its master.

A panicked glance out of the window tells her that the sun is rising now, turning the sky pink. She sees a dark blur of movement in the quadrangle: a uniform with neon lettering. A campus security officer. Ben – or his room-mate, Nick – must have called after she fled.

She imagines what he’ll say: I woke up and she had her hands on my throat – she was trying to kill me. Her thoughts whirl; she tries to slow her breathing, but finds that she can’t. The panic rises and rises, an awful heat in her blood.

There’ll be an investigation, she’s sure of that. She’ll be suspended, possibly even expelled. God, could they get the actual police involved? Could she be arrested – charged – with assault?

Everything she’s yearned and worked for. Gone. She pictures Ben: bruises blooming around his throat, the gouge marks from her nails in his flesh. She did that. Even if she doesn’t remember it, even if she wasn’t awake.

But who would believe her, especially after what happened?

After all, they’ve already taken his side.

Sweat dampens her armpits, the urge to flee rising inside her.

But where can she go? She can’t go home to her parents. That would mean telling them that she, Lucy, their good girl, attacked someone. And, worse, it would
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PART THREE




EPILOGUE

Comber Bay, NSW


Thirty-seven years earlier

Before he was Mike Martin, before he had daughters to lose and so many secrets to keep, Robert Wilson woke in his bedroom at Cliff House and watched the moon rise over the sea.

He kissed the top of his wife’s head. She murmured in her sleep then rolled away from him, to face the wall. He could see that her hands had come to rest on the flat plane of her stomach.

Robert sighed as he folded back the cotton duvet and crept lightly from the bed. He stood for a moment, watching his wife’s sleeping form, spliced by the moonlight that came through the blinds. He was struck by the beauty of her bare arm: the lightly muscled bicep, the slope of her shoulder blade. His wife had a strong body: sturdy ankles, even sturdier hips. Childbearing hips, you might call them, if you were cruel.

A waste, his mother had said before she died.

Robert agreed that it was a waste. His wife was born to be a mother. Not because of the width of her hips or the strength of her arms, but because … well, it was hard to put into words, and even if it hadn’t been, there was no one to hear them. If there’d been anyone to listen, Robert would have said that his wife was like the grit inside an oyster, polishing the pearl. She brought out the best in all who knew her.

That was why he hated himself so much as he padded downstairs, as he changed into the clothes he’d left out the night before: fisherman’s trousers, boots, a thick jumper and a heavy waterproof. He closed the front door with a soft click. Judy wouldn’t wake, he knew. She was a fisherman’s wife and was used to him rising before the sun.

As he descended the stone stairs, the moonlit sea gleaming in the distance, the guilt gradually ebbed away, replaced by a thrill in his stomach.

The night was cool but Robert’s skin was slick with sweat by the time he reached the cave. His jaw ached from clenching: every time he edged his way down the steep sandstone steps that led to the water, he imagined his skull splitting on the rocks below, Judy in her nightgown, opening the door to the police.

Sometimes, he wasn’t sure why he kept coming back. But on certain nights he woke and dressed, his body acting almost of its own accord, dancing to some remembered song.

He had to stoop to enter the cave. He could tell already that she wasn’t yet there: he’d come to learn the smell of her. A female scent, milk and fish and blood, but somehow pleasant. Now, the cave smelled of dank rock and lichen, of emptiness.

The first time, and the next few times after that, Robert had not believed what his eyes were telling him.

He’d been alone in the Marlin, early one morning. Ryan hadn’t shown up – he hadn’t been the same, since his brother’s death – and it’d been hard work, hauling in the catch. He’d anchored in the shadow of the cliff, so that he could watch the sunrise. The catch stared, glass-eyed, from the net. He sat on a crate and poured a cup of tea from his thermos. His muscles ached. Fish scales glimmered on his hands.

A snatch of music, perhaps a woman singing, had drifted towards him. A radio from another ship, he’d thought (though none were around), or from the shore (though he was, surely, too far out to hear).

Then, a rippling sound, as though the water had swallowed something, and the music was gone. There was a tightening of his scalp, of the skin on the back of his neck. He turned, looking for the source. Just the shifting waves, pink with sun; the refracted light blinding him.

And then, out of the corner of his eye. A fin?

He’d tensed, watching the dark shifting water, the movement of something pale. And then she’d surfaced, the gleaming impossibility of her, resting her elbows on the side of the boat.

The myths did not do her justice.

Her scales glittered beneath his fingers, cold to the touch. When they kissed and his hands cupped her jaw, he felt the beat of her gills against his skin. Her voice, when she spoke, was musical but somehow wrong, like a poorly tuned instrument.

At first, when he asked, she would not tell him her name. Later, when she did, he had trouble making it out: her mouth could not form the syllables, as if it had been an age since she had uttered them.

Mare, she might have said. A word for the sea.

He could not decide if she was beautiful in spite of her monstrosity, or because of it.

‘Where do you come from?’ he’d asked her once, the tide sighing around them. She had smiled, showing the sharp rows of her teeth, as if she knew it was his way of asking: what are you? Are you real?

‘Somewhere far away,’ she’d said, in her strange, lilting voice. ‘I’m a visitor here. Like you.’

Over time, he learned her origins, her purpose. Of the fates of the men who had disappeared, though he had only known Daniel well. Judy had never liked him, he remembered. ‘The way he looks at me,’ she’d said once, simply.

‘Will it happen to me, too?’ he’d said, feeling the nip of her teeth against the soft part of his neck. ‘What happened to Daniel, and the others.’

‘No,’ she’d said, breathing the word against his skin. ‘You’re different, aren’t you.’

He couldn’t decide if it had been a statement or a question. Perhaps it was an instruction.

He longed to take some piece of her home, to feel that she was with him, somehow. Once, returning from the cave with her briny scent in his nose and the memory of her scaly skin against his, he’d tried to draw her. But the furtive scribblings at the kitchen table (he was terrified, always, that Judy would wake) did not do her justice. He had never been good at drawing people. Perhaps because their faces changed so much, or because they themselves were always changing. That was their magic, a magic he could not capture. When Robert drew a human face he felt as if he’d pinned a butterfly for study. As if he’d taken something that flickered with life and beauty and killed it.

He would not do that to her.

And so instead he decided to draw something else to remind him, secretly, of her. Something that recalled the lustrous spread of her fins, the quivering spines. Something that was beautiful and vicious all at once.

A lionfish.

The tide brought water rushing into the cave, and there she was, her body wreathed in foam. Later, he would pick over his memory for signs. A curve to her stomach, a new heaviness to her shining breasts. But there had been nothing.

Months passed. One day, he came home to find Judy sitting at the kitchen table, hands trembling around a mug of tea. She looked at him with eyes so full of hope and fear that he had to look away. ‘Bobby – I’m pregnant,’ she said. She had waited longer to tell him, afraid that it was only a matter of time before she was curled on the bathroom floor, the beginnings of their child shuddering out of her.

When the inevitable happened again, something inside Judy seemed to die, too.

She moved away from him in bed. She said little and took long walks, her binoculars slung on a strap around her neck, preferring the birds for company. When she returned, her feet left shimmers of sand on the tiles. He wondered, half hoping, whether she had a place like the cave, a place she went to forget.

One morning he woke up feeling different. A strange pull, deep in his belly. Had it been like that before? He couldn’t remember. He put the feeling from his mind.

On the water, the sun painted the waves red, like they were fishing in blood. The nets came up empty but for tangled skeins of seaweed. The men were twitchy, bleary-eyed. Ryan’s breath stank sweetly of booze.

‘Lift the anchor,’ said Robert, powering up the motor. The feeling was back, a song humming in his bones.

‘Want me to cast?’ Ryan said when they dropped anchor in the shadow of the cliff, the Marlin bobbing gently in the current.

‘Wait a sec,’ Robert said. His eyes scanned the waves. He wasn’t sure if he was hopeful or fearful of seeing her. On the one hand he longed for it – hadn’t he driven the boat to the cave based on the strange stirring in his gut? – but he knew it wasn’t safe, not with the others here.

In the distance, something caught his eye. A flash of white. Probably just the crest of a wave, he told himself.

The waves slapped against the hull. There was a sound almost like a bird call, but strangely human, the notes of it touching his spine.

‘Christ,’ said Ryan. ‘What the bloody hell was that?’ ‘Sounded like my baby niece,’ said Dave.

‘We’re at sea, dickhead.’

Ryan and Dave started their usual sniping, but Robert didn’t hear them. There was something inside the cave. Something pale and small and—

Before he was really aware of what he was doing, Robert was tugging frantically at his waterproofs and his boots. He climbed up onto the side of the hull, touching his toes like a diver.

‘Mate, what the fuck—’

But the men’s cries were swallowed by the rush of water in his ears, down his nose. He resurfaced, coughing and blinded. His muscles drove forward, propelling him through the churn and froth of the sea.

Afterwards, in the back of the ambulance, Robert stared down at the damp bundle in his arms.

Her eyes were wide and so blue they were almost black, like the deepest part of the ocean. Her tiny hands curled open and shut, the skin between her fingers webbed. Silver shimmered around the lobes of her ears, her mouth.

She cooed, dark eyes looking up at him. Something burst open in his chest.

She was perfect, and he knew then that he would never let her go.
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BEATRICE

July 1940

London

Beatrice Bone did not want to turn twenty-eight. Twenty-eight! Only two years away from thirty. If she had been born a hundred years earlier, she’d have a husband and a brood of squalling children by now. She might even be dead, which wouldn’t be preferable, necessarily, though it would, at least, be interesting. She imagined herself dressed in an old-fashioned lace nightgown, dying elegantly of the sort of arcane fever (puerperal, or scarlet) that was always felling women in novels, as her husband, a cobbler … no, a bookseller, or even a bookbinder, clasped her hands to his lips and sobbed. ‘Hugh,’ she’d murmur prettily, ‘promise me …’ No, that wasn’t right. It wasn’t the most romantic name, Hugh; really it was more of an exhalation than a name.

Right. Not Hugh, then. Alfred, or even Charles—

But what promise was the dying Beatrice trying to extract from Alfred / Charles? Come to think of it, Beatrice was a terrible name for a heroine in a novel. She ought to be called something elegant yet mysterious, like Fenella, or Lucinda. She ought to get her notebook and write this down—

‘Beatrice!’

Her bedroom door rattled, making her jump. Her mother’s voice wrenched her back to her bedroom in her parents’ house in Streatham Hill, with its faded blue wallpaper and the same sagging single bed she had slept in nearly every night of her life.

‘Coming, Mother,’ she said.

‘Have you changed?’

Beatrice sighed. They were supposed to be having afternoon tea in honour of her birthday, but when Beatrice had entered the sitting room earlier her mother had declared her dress unsuitable. Not that she had put it so nicely.

‘Oh, do take that off, Beatrice,’ she’d said. ‘You look like a corpse.’

Which had, Beatrice didn’t bother remarking, been entirely the point.

‘Just a minute,’ she called now.

‘Hurry up, won’t you? We’re waiting!’

Don’t bloody wait, then, she thought. She didn’t see why they had to stand on ceremony: with her younger sister Clemmie away working, it was only Beatrice and her parents. It wasn’t as if she’d invited any friends (with the exception of Alma the librarian, she didn’t have any).

Nevertheless, Beatrice pulled off the offending garment, a black crepe-de-Chine mourning dress she’d found in a jumble sale in West Norwood. She’d had to let out the waist, and the hem only came halfway down her shins, but she loved it. She’d always been drawn to things with history, particularly mourning clothes and jewellery: things that people had touched and worn during the most trying times of their lives. Putting on an old necklace or a second-hand dress was like stepping inside someone else’s memory, someone else’s story.

The crepe-de-Chine, Beatrice imagined, had belonged to a glamorous young widow called Elspeth who had lost her husband in the Great War. Thrillingly, a railway ticket from London to Bath, dated November 1917, had fallen out of its folds when she had first brought it home. Beatrice liked to think that poor Elspeth had found love again, perhaps with a handsome young captain called Reginald, or even Henry. Henry! That would make the perfect name for her romantic hero. She paused in her undressing to note it down.

When she had finished, she placed the crepe-de-Chine on its silk hanger and returned it to the press. Instead, she took out a navy dress with tiny white polka dots, which her mother had purchased for her last summer. She crossed to her bureau – cluttered with old notebooks, half-empty bottles of antique cosmetics and chipped porcelain figurines – and opened her japanned jewellery box. She selected a pair of gold Victorian earrings with enamel skulls, recently purchased from a pawnbroker’s with the bulk of her savings. Her mother would hate these, Beatrice knew, but she decided she was entitled to a bit of rebellion. It was, after all, her birthday.

She opened her dusty bottle of Crown Violette and sprayed it behind her ears and on the insides of her wrists. Beatrice had loved violets ever since she was a small girl, when her father told her they were her mother’s favourite flower. She wondered though if he had perhaps been mistaken: whenever she wore this scent her mother said she smelled like an undertaker. Mother was frightfully uptight about death, which was odd, considering her background. She of all people ought to know that death was an entirely natural – not to mention inevitable – part of life.

She risked a glance in the mirror and, catching sight of her hair, winced. She’d spent an uncomfortable night in curlers to no avail: her hair looked like it always did, a frizzy orange halo. As for her face … she puffed out her cheeks and sighed. Her eyes were too small and close together, and her nose was pocked with unsightly freckles, like little flecks of mud. Though these at least were preferable to the crow’s feet that had recently sprung up around her eyes. How could so many wrinkles be caused by so little living?

Well, she wasn’t going to sit here mouldering away in her childhood bedroom for another twenty-eight years. Especially not now, with the nation – the world – gripped by crisis.

Just a couple of weeks ago, the BBC had announced that the Channel Islands were under German occupation. Since Dunkirk, when she, Mother and Father had listened to the wireless with proud tears in their eyes, the possibility of Nazi invasion had loomed like a shadow on the national consciousness. And now Hitler was stamping his ugly great boots on Britain’s very doorstep.

Father had been devastated by the news. Victor Hugo, his favourite writer, had once lived in Guernsey. He had always wanted to go there and had long campaigned for a family holiday to Saint Peter Port, which Mother had vetoed, on account of Beatrice’s health. She supposed it was unlikely that they would ever see it now.

It was all unutterably surreal. For so many months, the war had seemed like a dull dress rehearsal for some terrible play; the sandbags heaped up outside the underground stations and the barrage balloons in the sky the sinister props. But now it had properly begun. They had been told to expect bombing attacks and attempted invasion by sea and air. Beatrice had unearthed her gas mask from the bottom drawer of her bureau and returned it to its little carrier, regrettably emptied of books (it made an excellent library bag). She had begun to dream of German parachutes, drifting to the ground like dandelion clocks.

Waiting was its own sort of torture, and yet when Beatrice tried to picture the future there was only a blank plain of dread. And so, she had decided, she would wait no longer.

It was time to act.

Carefully, she eased open her bureau drawer and retrieved a wad of paper, which she then reread for the hundredth time. She put it in the envelope she’d already stamped and addressed in her neatest handwriting, then sealed it shut.

She would post it this afternoon, before she lost her nerve.

‘Ah, the woman of the hour,’ said her father, as Beatrice entered the sitting room. ‘And doesn’t she look lovely!’

Her mother peered at her ears and blanched.

‘Thanks, Father,’ Beatrice said, stooping down to hug him. He was ensconced in his favourite leather armchair, and she was touched to see that he was wearing one of his trademark bold ties – gaily patterned with yellow art nouveau swirls – even though it was a Saturday. (Along with his height, red hair and slightly bulbous nose, Beatrice liked to think she had inherited his sartorial nous.)

Mother sat primly on the settee in a simple blue dress, one neat ankle crossed delicately over the other. Beatrice did not hug her. Alice had always been awkward about displays of physical affection, perhaps owing to her mysteriously tragic childhood. Beatrice’s maternal grandmother had died when Alice was very young, her grandfather long before Beatrice was born. Father’s parents were also dead, though she remembered her grandmother Phyllis, with her sharp, pinching fingers and her slightly musty odour, only too well.

Mother hardly mentioned her parents, or anything about her childhood: it was as if she had simply sprung from the earth, like some sort of exotic flower. She was very beautiful, with dark gleaming hair and wide brown eyes in a pale, delicately chiselled face. For as long as Beatrice had been writing stories, she had always modelled the appearance of her female heroines on her mother, in a vain attempt to understand her. It was no wonder, Beatrice supposed, that she herself was so drawn to the past. After all, Mother’s origins were hers, too, weren’t they?

Beatrice sat down in the remaining armchair (unlike Father’s, it was rigidly uncomfortable) and surveyed the coffee table, which, she saw with a mixture of hunger and apprehension, was spread with plates of sandwiches. There was even a wonky Victoria sponge.

‘Cake!’ she said. ‘But wherever did you get the eggs? And surely that isn’t cream?’

‘Vinegar,’ said her mother. ‘And I’ve whipped dried milk powder with margarine for the cream. The recipe called it Victory sponge.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Who would have thought that war would involve so much tedious word play?’

‘Well, dear, I suppose we have to take our silver linings where we can find them,’ said her father.

‘I’m sure it will be delicious,’ Beatrice lied. Her mother’s cooking was, at best, uninspired; at worst, downright hazardous. This had become ever more apparent in recent months, when Hattie, the Bones’ daily woman, had resigned her post in order to serve with the Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes, leaving Beatrice and her mother to divide the housework between them. Beatrice found she rather enjoyed the challenge of cooking, that she had an instinct for which flavours married well together, or how long to roast a joint of beef so that it was golden on the outside and sweetly pink in the middle. By contrast, her mother was one of those women who saw food merely as fuel; the quicker it took to prepare and consume the better. Her idea of a filling supper was a spoonful of lukewarm beans and half a piece of toast.

One expected better from someone with such a passion for science. Alice Bone had been one of the first women to qualify as a doctor. Quite why she’d swapped scalpels and stethoscopes for a life of child-rearing Beatrice couldn’t imagine. There was no use asking, though God knows Beatrice and Clemmie had tried over the years. Like her childhood, this period of their mother’s life was shrouded in mystery. ‘It was so long ago, darlings,’ she’d say, waving an elegant hand, ‘I can barely remember.’ And yet she had retained a scientist’s way of looking at the world. When Beatrice was a small child, her mother had broken her heart in one fell swoop by informing her matter-of-factly that neither God nor Father Christmas were real. She hated folktales and fairy tales with a passion, claiming that they filled children’s heads with nonsense. ‘Stories are things we tell each other instead of the truth’, she always said. Beatrice shuddered to think what her childhood would have been like if not for Father’s influence: it was he who had smuggled books into the house and taken her to the library for the very first time.

Her father loved stories. At six-foot-five and with a false leg that clanked as he walked, Frank Bone cut a singularly imposing figure – until he disarmed you with one of his wide, mischievous smiles. But his easy manner hid an intelligence equal to his wife’s. Owing to a knack for foreign languages, Father was senior at a firm that imported cheese from Europe, a trade that the war had placed somewhat under threat. At night, Beatrice worried about what would happen when the firm inevitably closed and Father lost his job. This was another reason why her plan was so important, and why it had to be enacted today.

Beatrice tilted her head in an attempt to divine the sandwich fillings. They smelled suspiciously as though they contained both meat and fish paste. It occurred to her that it was a surprisingly large amount of food for three people.

At that precise moment, the doorbell rang, and her parents exchanged a smile.

‘Perhaps you’d better get it, duck,’ said her father. Beatrice’s first – ludicrous – thought was that Mother had invited Alma the librarian to her birthday celebration. But then there was the sound of a key turning in the lock, and a bright, cheery voice calling, ‘Were none of you going to let me in?’

‘Clemmie!’

Beatrice barrelled down the hallway and stooped to embrace her younger sister, who smelled, as she always did, of freesias and soapflakes.

‘Happy birthday, old thing,’ said Clemmie to Beatrice’s shoulder, and Beatrice, tightening her hold on her sister’s waist, lifted her easily from the ground (Clemmie was five-foot-five to Beatrice’s five-foot-eleven).

She hadn’t seen Clemmie for months, not since she’d left London to take up some mysterious post with the Foreign Office in Buckinghamshire. The work was of such a secret nature that she wasn’t even allowed to tell her family where, exactly, she was living; all of their correspondence was routed through a PO Box. Beatrice had missed her horribly.

Beatrice lowered Clemmie to the ground and drew back to look at her. After time apart, she was always struck anew by her younger sister’s prettiness. She had inherited their mother’s sleek dark hair and wide-spaced eyes, but where Alice’s face was sharp and closed, Clemmie’s was round and open, with mobile eyebrows and a mouth that seemed always on the verge of laughter, as if she were about to share with you some delicious secret. She even had a beauty mark worthy of a Hollywood film star – a tiny dark mole next to her right eyebrow, shaped like a crescent moon.

As well as beautiful, Clemmie was frightfully clever, having inherited their mother’s cool, rational mind and their father’s polyglotism: she was fluent in French and German, with a degree in Modern Languages from Cambridge. (Or at least, she would have one, if Cambridge deigned to give women degrees: poor Clemmie had had to settle for a ‘certificate’ instead.)

Beatrice, by contrast, had none of her mother’s affinity for rules and patterns and logic. And while she had inherited her father’s love of stories, declensions of nouns and conjugations of verbs bored her stiff and, in a funny way, made her slightly sad. Words weren’t supposed to lock themselves up in neat little cages. They were supposed to breathe.

There had been no question of Beatrice going to Cambridge, or – as it turned out – any other university. But, as she so often told herself, she didn’t need university. After all, Charles Dickens hadn’t been. Neither had Charlotte Brontë, nor Jane Austen. One didn’t need a degree (or a certificate) to become a novelist. However, one did need life experience, and it wasn’t as if Beatrice had an awful lot of that, still living at home at twenty-eight years old.

‘Are you all right?’ Clemmie said, her neat nose furrowed with concern.

‘Yes, yes, of course,’ said Beatrice, swallowing the lump that had formed in her throat. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Mother’s put on an uncharacteristically generous spread. There’s even cake – vinegar for eggs, apparently …’

They walked down the corridor and into the sitting room, whereupon there was much embracing between her parents and her sister. Beatrice grinned so widely that her cheeks ached. And yet her eyes burned with the threat of tears.

She told herself it was simply that she was so happy to see Clemmie again after three long months. That she was touched by the surprise of her arrival, the thoughtfulness of her family in arranging it. But she knew that was a lie. She tried very hard not to be jealous of Clemmie, of the life that rushed swiftly past her own. She was ever so proud of her academic sister, the Cambridge University graduate, off doing something frightfully important, no doubt, for the war effort. She wasn’t – she almost convinced herself – envious in the least.

‘How is the Foreign Office?’ Father asked Clemmie, before taking a bite of sandwich. He returned it quickly to his plate, suppressing a grimace.

‘Oh, fine,’ said Clemmie. ‘Dull, really. Dull as anything.’

‘I still don’t see why you aren’t using your German,’ said Mother, mouth pursed. ‘You have a First in Modern Languages from Cambridge, Clemmie – or you would, if there was any justice in the world. You ought to put it to proper use.’

Beatrice couldn’t imagine Mother ever speaking about her with such pride. Unlike Clemmie, who had been educated at a girls’ school in Clapham – the very same school where, before the war, she had taught French and German – Beatrice had been tutored at home by a man called Mr Burke who smelled of mothballs, as if she were some sort of Victorian debutante. Though at least a debutante was being prepared for entry into the world. For as long as Beatrice could remember, her mother had been hellbent on keeping her shut away.

The reason was this: when she was a very small girl, Beatrice had been gravely ill. For years, the true nature of her condition was kept from her; whenever she asked her mother about it, her mouth turned into an anxious white line. All she knew was that it had weakened her constitution, ensuring that she would – as Alice put it – be ‘unable to cope with the rigours of a school environment’.

Sometimes, she thought she could remember being ill. She had a vague impression of a pain in her head, a terrible heat to her skin, the cold glass of a thermometer in her mouth. Mother, gently smoothing her hair back from her forehead. A bright, searing light, and a fear that gripped her insides, along with a sense of impending doom; a scene that, for years afterward, plagued her dreams. For a time, she wondered whether she’d invented the entire episode, the way that if you look at a photograph for long enough, you become convinced that you can remember it being taken.

Then, when she was eighteen, she and her mother had a blazing row, and the truth had been revealed at last. Beatrice had secretly applied to read English at Durham University (instinct told her that she should get as far away from London as possible) and, amazingly, had been accepted. But her announcement at the dinner table had been met not with pride but stony silence.

‘I’m afraid it’s out of the question,’ Mother had said. ‘Durham is much too far away.’

Beatrice’s heart had begun to pound in her chest. But it was all right, she had prepared for this. ‘Perhaps I could apply to somewhere closer to London?’ she suggested. ‘Oxford perhaps, or even Cambridge, like Clemmie. In fact, there’s a very good course at Royal Holloway—’

Mother and Father had exchanged glances, before Father placed a steadying hand on Mother’s arm. ‘Darling,’ she began, taking a breath. ‘I’m afraid there’s simply much too great a risk.’

‘A risk of what, exactly?’

The silence stretched, taut as a drum. Father took a nervous swig of wine. Mother licked her pale lips, then spoke. She told Beatrice that, at the age of four, she had been diagnosed with encephalitis lethargica, a poorly understood disease of the brain which had swept the globe after the Great War.

First, her mother said, she had displayed signs of a fever. She had been lethargic, her temperature high, so Alice had feared that it was the Spanish flu. Beatrice thought of the blurred memory, the feeling of pain and heat. Could it be that it wasn’t an invention after all, that she did remember falling ill?

In addition to the fever, her mother explained, encephalitis lethargica caused convulsions and fits, bouts of hysterical crying, and another symptom, revealed with some reluctance. ‘Some patients,’ she said, grim-faced, ‘exhibit signs of what was then called hysteria – what we would now term psychosis.’

There had been, in Beatrice’s belly, the cold seep of understanding.

‘You mean I was mad?’

Her mother had inclined her head. ‘You could not tell what was real and what was not.’

Could that explain the feeling she remembered – the pulse of foreboding in her belly, the sense that some disaster was on its way? That bright, obliterating light? She almost couldn’t bear to think of it, what her mind might have conjured, the ways it might have turned against itself.

The worst revelation of all? Encephalitis lethargica had no cure, and it could come back at any time. It lay coiled inside Beatrice like a serpent, waiting to strike.

‘Say if you were to go away to university and become ill?’ her mother had said. ‘Who would look after you? No, it’s quite out of the question. You must stay at home, where we can keep you safe.’

She understood her mother’s overprotectiveness, she really did. After all, she did not want madness to consume her. But what if it was inevitable anyway, no matter how much she stayed indoors, cutting herself off from the possibility of friends, adventure, love?

As the years ticked on, she was horribly aware of her life draining away, like water down a sinkhole. And so, she had come to a decision.

It would be worth it, for Beatrice. It would be worth risking illness – risking madness – if that meant she got to live.





Nerves massed in her chest as Mother led the others in singing ‘Happy Birthday’, before slicing into the cake.

‘Let’s see how this cream has turned out,’ she said, with a laughing grimace. ‘Here you are, birthday girl.’

Beatrice accepted her serving of ‘Victory’ sponge and took a tentative mouthful. The ‘cream’ tasted as if milk had curdled in her mouth, but the sponge itself was edible enough, and the jam was raspberry, her favourite. And yet she couldn’t eat another bite.

Clemmie, next to her on the sofa, elbowed her in the ribs.

‘You okay?’ she murmured.

‘Never better,’ Beatrice said loudly, forcing a smile. ‘Delicious sponge, Mother. All cakes should have vinegar in them.’

The conversation washed over her. Clemmie regaled them with stories of Mrs Weaver, the woman who ran the boarding house where she was staying.

‘She’s the nosiest person I’ve ever met,’ said Clemmie. ‘I came back from a shift once and caught her in my room, going through my things! She said she was checking I’d done my blackout properly, but I know she was just having a snoop. Moira thinks I ought to report her to someone, in case she’s a German spy.’

‘Who’s Moira?’ said Father.

Clemmie flushed. ‘Oh, just another girl who works at the Pa— who works for the Foreign Office. We’ve become quite good friends.’

‘How wonderful that you’re settling in so well,’ said Mother. ‘Beatrice – shall we do presents? Frank, where did you put it?’

‘Whoops,’ said Father, reaching down the side of his armchair to retrieve a neatly wrapped package. ‘Here you are, duck.’

Beatrice felt a leap of anticipation as he handed it to her. It was, quite obviously, a book: she rather hoped for a copy of the new Georgette Heyer. She tore open the paper to reveal a manual on pressing flowers.

‘Oh,’ she said, failing to keep the disappointment from her voice. ‘It’s – thanks. It’s great.’

‘Your mother chose it,’ said Father, in a tone of apology.

‘I do hope you’ll continue with your botanical studies,’ said Mother. ‘Rational enquiry is of crucial importance to the female mind.’

This was one of her favourite catchphrases, and usually never failed to send Beatrice and Clemmie into paroxysms of suppressed laughter. They parroted it to each other all the time as children. (‘I told you not to go through my bookcase without asking, Clemmie.’ ‘I was merely conducting a rational enquiry as to its contents. Very important for the female brain, you know.’) But today Beatrice only felt a twist of guilt.

For some time, Mother had believed that she was something of an amateur botanist. Last year, she had enrolled in a typing course at Morley College in Lambeth, after wistful perusal of the classified section of The Times taught her that a typing and shorthand certificate was a prerequisite for most occupations available to women. And if Beatrice was ever going to be able to move out of the house on Monkswood Road and make the most of whatever sanity was allotted to her, she needed her own money, and, therefore, a job.

There was another reason, too. As any aspiring novelist knows, a good writer’s skill lies in creating convincing characters, characters that feel so real that one might reach through the pages and grab hold of them. But Beatrice’s characters were always thinly veiled portraits of her family members or flat copies of the protagonists of classic novels.

The greatest works of fiction, Beatrice knew, contained some truth about the workings of the human heart. Its frailties and foibles, its courage, its fears. But Beatrice simply had not met enough people – nor lived enough life – to understand how the human heart worked.

She had hoped that the course might contain her muse. Who was to say that the next great work of literature couldn’t be about a typist? Anyway, if shorthand was good enough for David Copperfield, it was good enough for Beatrice.

Of course, her mother would have seen through this plan at once. Which was a problem, given that Beatrice hardly had the money to pay for the course on her own. Fortuitously, it just so happened that the college was running an amateur botany course at the same time. While typing might have been out of the question, botany was a different proposition entirely. Firstly, it related to science, Alice Bone’s great passion. And secondly, as it offered absolutely no career prospects, there was little risk of Beatrice using it as a springboard into an independent adult life.

In the end, Beatrice had not found her muse in the dingy, draughty room at Morley College. The other girls, with their small frames, neat curls and smart skirt suits, had looked at Beatrice in her black crepe-de-Chine as though she had two heads. The human heart, alas, remained an enigma.

But she did have a typing speed of eighty words per minute and an excellent grasp of shorthand, as attested by a thick vellum certificate, a photocopy of which was included in the envelope hidden in her desk drawer.

And now, at last, she would put it to use.

Beatrice put the pressed flower manual on the coffee table and squared her shoulders. Her birthday afternoon tea was, she decided, as good an opportunity as she was likely to get.

‘I’ve made a decision,’ she began. ‘I’m going to apply to the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force. I can’t sit around in my bedroom like a child while the country goes to war. I just can’t. I need to do something. Like Clemmie.’

Father and Clemmie both stared at their plates of Victory sponge. For a while Mother said nothing, though she had gone very pale.

‘Beatrice,’ she said. ‘You can’t possibly – think of the strain on your nerves—’

‘I have thought about it,’ Beatrice said in a calm, measured voice, though her heart rattled in her chest. ‘And I’ve decided it’s worth the risk.’

‘What?’

‘I can’t go on like this, Mother,’ said Beatrice. ‘I can’t! I need something, I need more—’

‘Well,’ said Alice, nostrils flaring. ‘Perhaps you ought to do another botany course, like I said? Your father and I are more than willing to fund one.’

‘I never did any botany course in the first place,’ Beatrice said. Next to her, Clemmie, the sole custodian of this secret, winced. ‘I learned to type, instead. So that I could get a job and support myself.’

Her mother’s face slackened with shock. For the first time in her life, Beatrice had rendered her speechless.

‘Beatrice—’ said Father, pink with panic at the prospect of mediating between his wife and daughter. He had always hated confrontation. ‘Your mother is only concerned for you—’

‘Concerned that I’ll live an independent life?’ Beatrice said. ‘Concerned that I won’t spend it in my parents’ house, turning into an old maid?’

‘She’s only thinking of your health—’ Father began, but Mother held up a hand. He spluttered into silence with palpable relief.

‘Beatrice,’ she said stonily. ‘You haven’t thought this through. If you had, you’d have realised that the WAAF would never accept you, even if they wanted to.’

‘Why shouldn’t they?’ said Beatrice. ‘I’m perfectly qualified.’

Her mother shook her head. ‘That doesn’t matter, Beatrice.’

‘I don’t understand.’

She sighed. ‘Your records, darling. Your medical records. The WAAF will need to see them: they’ll never accept you once they know about the encephalitis lethargica. They can’t; it wouldn’t be safe. Think of the responsibility you’d need to take on, to work as a WAAF! Say if the illness were to come back, at some crucial juncture? I’m very sorry, darling, I wish things were different. I really do. It’s wonderful that you want to help, truly. But,’ she winced, ‘as much as I hate to say it, you might find yourself something of a hindrance.’
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