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Sylvia Blackwell was just twenty-four when in 1958 she took up the post of Children’s Librarian in East Mole.

It was only her second real job. After a spell helping out at her local Boots lending library, she took a position as Assistant Librarian in Swindon. There, as an enthusiastic graduate from one of Britain’s new library schools, she introduced some of her own favourite authors and was dispirited when The Treasure Seekers and Comet in Moominland remained on the shelves, their covers as pristine as the day she had unpacked them.

‘I could have told you,’ Clive Henderson, the Senior Librarian, said. He had worked at Swindon Library for years and considered that this experience had granted him a knowledge of Swindon’s cultural tastes which the new Children’s Librarian had been uppity in ignoring.

Sylvia stuck it out in Swindon for eighteen months before successfully applying for the post at East Mole. She moved from a bedsit in Swindon to a cottage in Field Row on the outer skirts of East Mole, a redbrick terrace which sat oddly amid the green of the surrounding meadows and petered out at number 5.

The rent for the cottage was low – almost alarmingly so, though on a librarian’s salary Sylvia didn’t feel inclined to argue with her landlady, Mrs Bird, on that score.

‘It was my grandma’s originally,’ Mrs Bird had explained. ‘Lived and died there. No inside WC, no bathroom or running hot water then and brought up five kiddies single-handed, more or less.’ Mrs Bird’s diminutive stature together with her jaunty little black-feathered hat made for a quite uncanny fit with her name.

Sylvia said that it sounded just what she was looking for and Mrs Bird gave her directions and said she would meet her at the address to take her round and show her the ropes. She arrived slightly late for their appointment, briskly shoved open the garden gate and ducked under a branch that overhung the path. ‘Blessed tree. Next door won’t see to it. Here you are then. This is number 5.’

The cottage’s tiled roof was shaded by a tall ash tree and greened over with moss, which made it all the more appealing to Sylvia’s innocent eye. Inside, the kitchen walls bore orange stains of damp but the window overlooked the garden and the sweating flagstones and the flaking distemper seemed to Sylvia, born and bred in Ruislip, rustic and picturesque. The sitting room, only slightly larger than the kitchen, was heated by an open fire. Up a steep flight of stairs, unlikely to be passed by modern building regs, were the two bedrooms.

Her landlady indicated the smaller of the two rooms. ‘This is where my mum, bless her soul, and her sisters slept. They only had the one boy. He was sickly, poor lad. Died of pleurisy. Probably for the best.’

The bathroom, painted a patchy pale primrose, was fitted with a crazed water-stained basin. A chipped bath had been jammed in awkwardly at a partial angle beside it.

‘The WC’s downstairs by the kitchen. There wasn’t a bath here before but we squeezed one in when we decided to let. If you need to go in the night you can always use that.’ Mrs Bird pointed out a white china chamber pot. ‘You’re young and your bladder’ll still be in good nick. You unmarried ones don’t know your luck.’

Sylvia, whose mother had never openly referred to menstruation and had divulged the facts of life so obliquely that for years Sylvia had believed babies were conceived through a painful hospital operation, blushed.

Number 5’s garden abutted a thistle-filled field in which two decrepit donkeys had been pensioned off to see out their latter days. The garden itself was overrun with impenetrable clumps of brambles and rampant nettles but Mrs Bird assured Sylvia that it would ‘come back in no time’. She indicated an ancient plum tree. ‘The fruit’s all right for stewing but I wouldn’t touch it uncooked – we used to eat them raw as kiddies and we got a belting when they gave us the runs.’

She stopped to survey a particularly dense patch of nettles. ‘That’s where my grandad grew rhubarb. He only grew it to spite the rabbits. One thing they won’t eat. I don’t s’pose you’re handy with a gun? My grandma made a grand rabbit pie.’

Sylvia considered mentioning that Peter Rabbit’s father had been put in a pie by Mr McGregor but thought better of it.

‘There’s no phone. But next door but one’ll let you use theirs if there’s an emergency.’

Mrs Bird handed over a bunch of assorted keys and, having established that the rent was to be paid on the first of the month, hurried away to collect a grandchild from school.

Sylvia’s possessions were easily accommodated in the cottage’s limited space. A good deal of what looked like discarded furniture had been crammed into the tiny rooms. A lumpy-looking sofa, propped up on a brick where a leg was missing, was covered in a pink chenille bedspread and two chairs upholstered in shiny red chintz dominated the sitting room. An ashtray in the form of a scallop shell bore the legend ‘Welcome to Cromer’. Sylvia, whose family holidays had been spent on the chilly Norfolk beaches, on the whole found this welcoming.

The larger bedroom was mostly taken up by a heavy wooden bedstead on which reposed a dauntingly high mattress. On the wall opposite the bedhead a text in coloured Gothic script announced uncertainly ‘Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life.’

There were no bookshelves on which to house Sylvia’s principal possessions and after packing out the windowsills she stacked as many as she could on to the slanting shelves of the cupboard in the smaller bedroom. The rest of the books had to stay for the time being in the cardboard boxes from Swindon Library, Clive Henderson’s parting gift.

But for all its apparent inadequacies, her new quarters offered promise.

Sylvia’s life had hitherto been ordinary, insofar as any life can be called that. Her father held a minor managerial position in a firm based on London’s Great West Road that sold soft drinks. Her mother was the daughter of one of the firm’s salesmen, which is how the couple had met. Her mother had given up her job as a receptionist with the arrival of Sylvia. There were no other children. Sylvia had never liked to enquire, even inwardly, into the reasons for this but from the time her father came home from the war there had been separate bedrooms, which supplied an answer of a sort.

Sylvia’s school reports were middling. ‘Sylvia must learn to buckle down to her studies’ and ‘Inclined to dream’ were typical assessments. Only Miss Jessica Jenkins, the Children’s Librarian at her local library, had a sense that there was more to the girl than met the eye.

Long hours spent alone in her bedroom had encouraged in Sylvia the habit of reading, often by torchlight under the bedclothes far into the night. On Saturday mornings, while her father read the papers and her mother made a martyr of herself over the household chores, Sylvia got in the way of walking down to the library, unescorted – for with the recent perils of German bombs no longer a threat no other possible dangers to a child were envisaged – where Miss Jenkins had set aside books she thought the young girl might enjoy.

Librarians are not alone in having favourites among their clientele but a shared love of reading is an especially powerful bond. It was through Jessica Jenkins that Sylvia met those versions of reality, the characters in fiction, who if not larger than life can become a shaping influence and an inner guide.

Early practice in negotiating her mother’s moods had made her, superficially, easy-going and she was not without friends. But in this way, books became her silent allies and sometimes her more-than-friends.

For all the dreaminess that vexed her teachers Sylvia did well enough to gain a place at the new London library school, near enough for her to continue to live cheaply at home. ‘A job with a proper future,’ her mother said approvingly when her daughter revealed her career plan. Hilda Blackwell was privately relieved that her daughter’s surprising success as Bottom in the school production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream had not, as she had for a time feared, led to a demand to go to drama school.

Apart from reading, the only other notable passion in the Blackwell family was chess.

Sylvia’s father had been taught the game by a young Czech officer for whom he had crewed during his war years in the RAF. The officer had been part of the attack on Bremen and had not returned from the raid. Norman Blackwell, who had injured his arm, had been stood down for the flight and he felt the inevitable guilt of the survivor. The death of the young officer who had lost his family to the Nazis affected his tail gunner in a way for which he had no conscious words. The dead man had revealed in Norman Blackwell an unexpected flair for chess and when Pavel Prager was reported killed in action there were no living relatives to whom his few possessions could be conveyed.

‘You might as well have this, Blackwell,’ the mess sergeant had said, handing Norman the chess set with which he had learned the game.

Perhaps out of respect for his dead commanding officer, or perhaps in default of anything else to give her, Norman Blackwell had attempted to pass on this interest to his only child. In the evenings, when Sylvia had finished her homework, while her mother listened to the Light Programme on the wireless, Sylvia and her father would sit opposite each other over the kitchen table and play with the inherited chess set.

Sylvia was not a natural at chess but she was a sensitive child who divined an unmet need in her father and out of loyalty did her best to master the game. Chess players, however pacific in other areas of their lives, are ruthless when it comes to chess, and in spite of his best efforts for years it was impossible for her father not to beat his protégée. It was a defining moment for them both, one Sylvia never forgot, when she contrived one evening to checkmate her father.

‘You might as well have this,’ her father had said, unconsciously repeating the words with which he had been given the modest wooden box on which the scratched initials of his lost colleague were still visible. ‘With you gone, I shan’t have anyone to play with.’
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East Mole – if there ever was a West Mole it had long vanished into obscurity – was one of those small middle-English country towns whose reputation rests on an understanding that it has known better days. Back in the late nineteenth century the town had been blessed by the patronage of the Tillotson sisters, teetotal spinsters from a branch of a local family who had made their fortune in gin. The sisters had chosen to purge any alcoholic taint in the family blood with a substantial legacy to East Mole, a charitable act which had produced the Town Hall, the Assembly Rooms and the library.

These buildings, redbrick, unashamedly ugly, with little towers serving no apparent purpose and displaying florid plaques announcing the dates on which they were ceremonially opened by long-gone local dignitaries, were trenchant examples of late-Victorian civic taste. Funds had also been left by the sisters for the buildings’ upkeep. But over time, two world wars, a series of incompetent investments, together with an increase in running costs had reduced the financial management of the buildings to a source of recurring headache for the council. The frugal Tillotson sisters, who had passed a lifetime of self-imposed thrift, would have been appalled at the speed with which the family money had apparently leaked away.

The cottages that made up Field Row also had a connection with the Tillotson sisters. Their brother had set up a foundry by the canal to make a winnowing machine that he had designed and patented in the expectation of a handsome return and the cottages had been intended for the foundry workers. Neville Tillotson was not as shrewd as his sisters; agricultural machinery took a different turn and the foundry failed. By the time Sylvia moved to East Mole the foundry’s crumbling remains had become the dangerous playground of the local children.

Sylvia was standing in number 5’s overgrown garden when she first encountered one of the Field Row children. In fact three children, but two were concealed behind brambles.

‘I’m Sam,’ the boy said. He was wearing a knitted Fair Isle pullover of the kind Prince Charles could be seen wearing in newspaper photographs and he looked about ten, the young prince’s age. Unlike the prince, at least in the press photos, this boy’s knees were muddy and copiously scabbed. But his tone had something of the House of Windsor’s self-possession.

‘Hello, Sam, I’m Sylvia,’ Sylvia said.

‘We’re from number 3,’ the boy explained. ‘My mum did this out when it was let.’

His proprietorial manner became clearer. Mrs Bird had confided that they couldn’t make a go of it as a holiday business.

‘Your mother cleaned the house when it was a holiday home?’ Sylvia enquired.

‘We were let play here.’ The grey eyes scrutinised her steadily.

A movement among the brambles alerted Sylvia. ‘Are there more of you?’

‘Jem and Pam’s in there. They’re hiding.’

‘Tell them they can come out. There’s no need to hide.’

The boy addressed the brambles. ‘You two, come on out!’

A pair of smaller girls, identical and dressed in matching gingham frocks, appeared. The only distinguishing marks that Sylvia could detect were the coloured hair ribbons that adorned their bunchies.

The boy followed the direction of Sylvia’s gaze. ‘Jem’s the red, Pam’s is green. Only they swap to muddle us so you can’t tell mostly.’ Their brother had something of the air of a ringmaster in charge of a couple of temperamental circus animals.

‘Which is which today?’ Sylvia asked.

It seemed that if they were to be believed on this occasion the twins were sticking to their assigned colours. ‘She’s Pamela. She’s Jemima.’

‘Like Jemima Puddleduck?’ Sylvia asked, and regretted this when the boy scowled. ‘She’s in a book,’ she explained. ‘I’m the new librarian for the Children’s Library.’

‘We don’t go there – much,’ Sam said. It was apparent that the ‘much’ was added for reasons of tact.

‘Well, perhaps you’d like to come and visit me there. What do you like to read?’

The boy considered. ‘I like the Beano and the Dandy. The Topper’s all right. What I don’t like is that sissy Dan Dare.’

The twins unbent sufficiently to say that they liked Playbox.

‘They can’t read it,’ their brother said. ‘They just look at it in wet playtime.’

‘We CAN read,’ one of the little girls shouted. ‘We just don’t say.’

It appeared that the children at number 3 were not obviously acquainted with any actual books. Sylvia, hoping that this was not to be Swindon all over again, suggested, ‘How about Enid Blyton?’

‘Noddy’s only for the Infants,’ Sam said scornfully. ‘Stupid little twit.’

‘Mrs Stewart reads it us,’ Jem offered. ‘I liked it when he was got by the goblins and they took off all his clothes.’

Setting off on her bike the next morning, Sylvia encountered the children’s mother hanging out washing on a rotary clothes line.

‘Our kids any trouble, you send them straight back here. They got used to playing in number 5 when I was doing the change-over.’

Sylvia said it was fine and maybe the children would like to earn some pocket money helping to clear the brambles.

‘They’ll help you for nothing or they’ll get what for. I’m June, my husband’s Ray – Ray and June Hedges. Anything you need, phone or anything, you pop round to ours. Next door’s funny. You’ll see.’

June explained that numbers 1 and 2 in Field Row were empty and the properties had been boarded up. So far Sylvia had had no sighting of any inhabitants of number 4, though, other than the aged apple tree whose boughs hung untidily over her garden path, the regimented beds in next door’s front garden suggested fussiness. She cycled along the potholed tarmac which fronted Field Row, speculating on her neighbours.

It was over a mile into town along the towpath which ran by the canal that had served Neville Tillotson’s ill-fated foundry. She passed a lock, with a lock-keeper’s house, and on the outskirts of the town the biscuit factory where much of East Mole’s female population was employed. The main road took her past the cottage hospital and the swimming baths. She arrived at the steps of the library half an hour before opening time.

Her boss, Mr Booth, the Senior Librarian, met her in the hall. ‘Welcome to East Mole. I hope you’ll be as happy here as I am.’

Ashley Booth had been a part of the interviewing panel when Sylvia applied for the job. A heavy-jowled man, wearing a bow tie and with liberally Brylcreemed hair, he had not given an impression then of any great contentment with his lot.

‘Miss Blackwell, what characteristic would you say is most important in a children’s librarian?’ he had asked her.

Sylvia had said that she thought it was maybe imagination. Mr Booth’s response to this had not promised well. ‘Imagination is as imagination does, Miss Blackwell,’ which, when you thought about it, Sylvia said to herself, made no sense.

Anxious to put any bad feeling behind them, she smiled now and said she was sure she would be happy in East Mole. Mr Booth’s expression suggested that might be doubtful. He escorted her to a chilly little L-shaped room furnished with a couple of scruffy armchairs and a Formica-topped table on which stood a bottle of Camp coffee, some assorted cups and saucers and an ashtray advertising Bass beer.

‘This is the staff room. There’s a gas ring down the hall for tea or coffee. I don’t know if you smoke but if so here’s the place. Obviously we don’t allow it in the library.’

Years of concealment from her parents had sapped Sylvia’s natural candour. ‘Oh, I don’t smoke.’

Mr Booth’s expression suggested he was not to be taken in by this. ‘Our part-timer does. Like a chimney.’

‘Part-timer?’

‘Mrs Harris,’ Mr Booth said darkly.

The Tillotson legacy had allowed for substantial premises and the Children’s Library, down the corridor and past the Reading Room, had a large room to itself.

Sylvia’s brief inspection on the day of her interview had revealed an outdated collection, much of which would hardly pass for children’s reading in the twentieth century. Sir Walter Scott, for example, occupied several shelves; also Dickens, Shakespeare and John Ruskin, including a number of copies of his three-volume The Stones of Venice, a work which few of even the most enthusiastic adult readers manage to complete. Charles Kingsley, Mrs Molesworth and other once-fashionable Victorian writers known for their concern for the higher morality were also heavily represented.

The rest of the books, she saw now, were well-known favourites: Little Women, Heidi, Biggles, Just William, Billy Bunter, several copies of The Swiss Family Robinson muddled in with a popular series about a girls’ chalet school in Switzerland and quantities of Enid Blyton.

That the Children’s Library was allotted a much larger budget than she had had at her disposal in Swindon had made the position especially appealing to Sylvia; but first the books already there needed to be got into better order. Whatever system of cataloguing had been in place appeared to have been long abandoned. Apart from the solid rows of Dickens and Walter Scott and the lofty Victorian moralists, the other authors had apparently been put back on the shelves anyhow.

At lunchtime, Mr Booth appeared in the staff room, where Sylvia was eating sandwiches. ‘How was your first morning? I trust you got on all right.’

‘I think we maybe need to re-catalogue the whole library, Mr Booth – I mean, the children’s part only, of course.’ Her boss’s expression indicated that if she chose to act like a madwoman it was her own affair. ‘I was wondering if maybe the part-timer, Mrs Harris, you mentioned, could help?’

‘Do I hear my name being taken in vain?’

A stocky middle-aged woman was standing at the doorway. Her scent, gardenia, or something equally pungent, filled the room.

‘Dee Harris at your service. Diana by birth but my friends know me as Dee.’

Mr Booth frowned. ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Harris.’ He made no introduction so Sylvia introduced herself.

‘Brave girl coming here. They couldn’t get anyone else. He won’t like me telling you that’ – Mr Booth’s frown deepened – ‘but all’s fair in love and war.’

Sylvia, who had read some Freud, sensed a history beneath this apparent irrelevance. But at least the part-timer seemed well disposed towards her.

‘I was wondering if you might help me to reorganise the children’s section?’

This apparently struck Mrs Harris as hilarious. ‘That’ll take a month of Sundays and no mistake. Hasn’t been seen to since God knows when.’

She directed a look at Mr Booth, who returned a furious stare and left the room.

Mrs Harris laughed again. ‘No love lost between yours truly and His Lordship.’
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Sylvia was a little puzzled to learn that in Dee’s case ‘part-timer’ meant volunteer.

‘You mean you’re not paid?’

‘Doesn’t bother me. It means His Lordship can’t sack me.’

‘But why would he want to sack you? Surely extra help should be welcome.’

‘You’ve a lot to learn about Ashley Booth!’

The work of reorganising the books in the Children’s Library was, as Dee had intimated, a major undertaking and she offered to come in some evenings to help out.

‘It gets me out of the house when he’s off with his boys.’ Her husband, she explained, ran a club called the Woodlanders for the male youth of East Mole.

To aid the task, Dee had brought in some cardboard boxes from the local grocer’s. ‘Osborne’s deliver Tuesdays and Thursdays,’ she explained. ‘Means I can walk home with nothing heavier to carry than a packet of Senior Service. God knows who we can palm some of this lot off on.’

Sylvia had suggested that maybe to gain space Sir Walter Scott and Ruskin could be sold off. ‘They’re not exactly children’s reading. And the one book by Ruskin you could say is suitable, The King of the Golden River, isn’t here.’

‘I think you’ll find they’re all Tillotson legacies which under the Trust we have to house.’

Sylvia had heard mention of a Trustee at her interview. ‘Who is this Trustee exactly?’

Dee shrugged. ‘Some old relative of the Tillotsons. His Lordship trots her out when he wants to get his way.’

Sylvia had turned her attention to Charles Kingsley. ‘I suppose people do still read The Water Babies but I’m not sure about Mrs Molesworth.’

The flyleaves of Mrs Molesworth and her fellow moralists were inscribed with uplifting messages in faded ink.

Sylvia opened A Child’s Illustrated History of Palestine and read out, ‘ “To dear little Edith, May you walk for ever in the Paths of Righteousness. From her Loving Cousin Win.” Oh dear! But The Trail of the Sandhill Stag, and all the old Ernest Thompson Seton animal books can certainly stay.’

Dee was on a chair, inspecting an upper shelf. ‘We could quietly ditch most of these – they’ve not been taken out for donkey’s years. Stories of the Patriarchs, Jesus at Play, I ask you!’ She took out Stories of the Patriarchs and opened it. A dead moth fell out. ‘Christ Almighty! I wonder how long that’s been there. Caring for Your Guinea Pig. How about this one? The Joys of Obedience. I can see that going down a treat with today’s kids, I don’t think!’

‘Maybe not The Joys of Obedience,’ Sylvia conceded, ‘but someone might be very glad of a book about guinea pigs. What about your husband’s Woodlanders?’

Dee guffawed. ‘All they’re interested in is tits and we’re not talking the feathered variety.’

With the books somewhat better organised, Sylvia felt it was time to tackle the borrowers’ details. Their cards were lodged in a solid-looking oak filing cabinet but when she tried it none of the drawers could be opened.

Mr Booth looked irritated when she asked what she should do about this. ‘I’m sure I don’t know, Miss Blackwell.’

‘But how do we keep track of the books? To be frank, Mr Booth, it isn’t at all clear exactly who has what.’

‘I really can’t answer for how it was managed. Miss Smith was in charge of all that.’

Miss Smith, Dee had confided, had left her employment after rumours of a nervous collapse.

That evening Sylvia called round at the Hedges’.

Mr Hedges was fixing the gate in the front garden. ‘Evening. Our twins swing on this and it comes off its hinges. You’re our new neighbour.’

Sylvia agreed that this was the case.

‘Go in, do. The door’s open if you don’t mind dogs. The wife’s inside.’

‘Actually, Mr Hedges, it’s you I’m hoping can help me.’

She explained about the filing cabinet. ‘I was wondering if I could maybe borrow some tools.’

Mr Hedges said to call him Ray and that if she went in he would join her once he had seen to the blasted gate.

Hysterical barking met Sylvia as she opened the door and a pair of excited Scotties rushed at her ankles. A voice from the kitchen shouted, ‘Melanie, Misty, get down.’

With Melanie and Misty still yapping at her feet, Sylvia found her way to a kitchen, where June Harris was hanging washing on a wooden airer.

‘Sorry about them. D’you like dogs?’

Sylvia, who had vainly pestered her mother for a pet, said that she did.

‘I’m not a dog fan myself but he’s always had dogs and the kids like them.’

The Hedges children summoned for supper reintroduced themselves. Or rather Sam did. ‘That’s Jam and that’s Pem.’ The little girls looked solemn as their brother collapsed on to the floor in a fit of laughter. ‘Bet you can’t tell which is which now.’

‘Samuel, behave yourself,’ his mother said indulgently.

Sylvia explained why she had come. For all her children’s apparent ignorance of books, June Hedges seemed abreast of the goings-on in the library.

‘Miss Smith, the one before you, left very sudden. Funny little soul. They say your boss and her were – you know.’ June made a suggestive face.

Although Sylvia was familiar with adultery in literature, she had so far had no knowing encounter with it in life. ‘Mr Booth? But isn’t he married?’

‘No one’s hardly seen the wife. He keeps her locked away, unless he’s done her in.’

‘Like Bluebeard?’ Sylvia wondered. She found Mr Booth’s appearance and manner repellent and wasn’t sure whether to be alarmed or intrigued by this glimpse of a shady side to her boss’s character.

Ray came in and requested tea. He kicked out Melanie and Misty, who had been masturbating frenziedly against Sylvia’s shins. ‘Blimming dogs. Now, what exactly d’you need these tools for?’

Ray, his wife had explained, being an electrician, was handy. It was agreed that he would go down to the library to see what he could do about the filing cabinet.

‘Can I come?’ Sam was lying under the table, kicking the underside. The twins had disappeared into their bedroom.

‘Miss Blackwell doesn’t want you bothering her, Samuel.’

But Sylvia was delighted at the chance of a new recruit. ‘I’d be glad to show Sam the library. And it’s Sylvia, please.’

‘Not when Miss Blackwell’s working, mind,’ June ruled.

Ray biked over to the library with Sam on the handlebars the following evening. Sylvia was sitting outside on the steps waiting for them.

‘Lovely evening. Makes you glad to be alive.’ Ray, it appeared, had the happy knack of ready enjoyment.

A company of birds with raggedy wings were performing swooping ellipses in a near-cloudless sky. Sylvia pointed to them. ‘The birds look as if they think so too.’

Ray had taken off his cap as if out of respect for the wheeling birds. ‘Rooks. My old dad, God rest his soul, used to shoot them for rook pie. But I’d rather see them like this.’

Sam said, ‘Rook pie! Grandad made us eat it when we went round Saturdays.’ He made a retching sound.

‘Now, now,’ said his father.

The filing cabinet turned out not to be locked at all but merely jammed with great wodges of cards. Ray prised the drawers open with his screwdriver.

It looked as if at some point a mouse had got in: most of the cards were fretted at the edges. Somehow, water must have penetrated, leaving them stuck together in inseparable clumps. Sylvia spread them out on the library table.

‘You could try drying them out in the sun,’ Ray suggested.

Sam was looking at the shelves of books. ‘Are there any comic annuals?’

‘No,’ Sylvia said. ‘But there’s other books you might like.’

She tried to interest him in Biggles but he waved that aside contemptuously and picked out a copy of Coral Island. ‘What’s this about?’

‘He’s been to the Isle of Wight,’ his father explained.

‘I don’t honestly know, Sam. It’s supposed to be a classic but to tell you the truth I’ve never read it.’

Sam opened the book, skimmed a page and put it back. ‘You got anything about pirates?’

‘There’s this.’ Sylvia took Treasure Island from the box Dee had labelled ‘Give Away’. ‘We seem to have several copies so you can have this one if you like.’

‘What do you say?’ Ray looked meaningfully at his son who was flicking through the pages.

‘Does anyone get put to death in it?’ Sam asked.

Sylvia carted the library cards back to number 5, where she peeled apart as many as she could before deciding to abandon them. It was a fine evening so she took her supper of biscuits and cheese outside. One of the donkeys in the field ambled over to the fence and stood observing her with its large brown eyes.

The closest Sylvia had come to a donkey was in the school production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream when, wearing a papier-mâché ass’s head, she had been wooed by Rita Shepherd as Titania. Slightly nervous, she offered the living creature a cream cracker. The black whiskery lips rolled back to reveal gleaming spotted gums and a set of long yellow teeth. But the donkey snaffled up the offering most delicately from her palm.

‘That one’s Doris. She’s safe enough. You want to watch Boris, though. He can bite.’

A man, perhaps in his late sixties, was looking into her garden. The evening sun, shining through a fuzz of hair around a pink freckled scalp, gave him a gingery aura.

‘Jeremy Collins, from number 4, your immediate neighbour.’

‘I’m Sylvia Blackwell,’ Sylvia said, noting the ‘immediate’.

‘I’m the chair of the Library Committee,’ her neighbour announced. ‘I read your references.’

‘Oh,’ Sylvia said, wondering if she should thank him for his support, though it was by no means clear from his expression that he had given it. ‘I was very pleased to get the job.’

Her neighbour ignored this. He gazed past her at the savage-looking nettles which marked Mrs Bird’s grandfather’s rhubarb patch. ‘You’re going to have your work cut out with that garden.’

‘To be honest I feel a bit overwhelmed.’

Mr Collins’ pale eyes swivelled round to a leggy shrub growing out of the kitchen wall. ‘That buddleia wants seeing to or it will pull down the brickwork.’

‘Oh dear.’

‘They spread like nobody’s business.’ His little mouth, a petulant pink rosebud, reminded her of a portrait she’d once seen of Henry VIII.

‘I’m afraid I’m not much of a gardener,’ Sylvia confessed. Perhaps this could be a bond with her ‘immediate’ neighbour. ‘Maybe you could advise me, Mr Collins, what to do with it.’

‘Poison,’ said her neighbour and turned back towards his own buddleia-free garden.

Boris, Doris’s supposedly more aggressive mate, wandered to the fence and stood there, stockily expectant. Ignoring her neighbour’s warnings, Sylvia offered him a cream cracker. The donkey stared at her placidly then softly hoovered up the biscuit from her hand.

Sylvia laid her hand against the donkey’s warm shaggy neck. ‘You’re not a danger, are you, Boris? You’re as gentle as a lamb.’

She had taken a book outside with her supper but now she set it aside to watch the small birds threading deftly through the maze of brambles, occasionally daring, not too near her feet, to flit down to peck up crumbs. One tiny bird, perched sentinel on a high-flung bramble, began to throw its thin voice out into the yellowing sky. It was not, she thought, an especially tuneful sound; it was more like the syncopated syllables of some old language – possibly an ancient Eastern one, whose script would be hieroglyphic – that with diligent study she too might be able to acquire.

Across the fields she heard the East Mole Town Hall clock chime. The shade of a moon had risen and was hanging in the light sky like a tissue-paper globe lantern. Peace seemed to drop around her with the dew as she sat planning her new life and all she meant to accomplish at the library.
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‘Can you suggest where I might put up notices, Dee? I want to try to attract more children to the library.’ It was one of Dee’s days for coming in.

‘You could try the Co-op Guild or the WI.’

Next to the stationery cupboard was a Roneo machine, which worked by laboriously turning a cumbersome rolling drum to make copies in purple ink. Impossible to use, Sylvia found, without badly staining one’s fingers.

She had prepared what she hoped was an all-purpose announcement:


EAST MOLE CHILDREN’S LIBRARY

MONDAY–FRIDAY 9 A.M.–5.30 P.M.

SATURDAY 9 A.M.–12.45 P.M.

NEW READERS AND OLD

ANY AGE ALL WELCOME

Sylvia Blackwell

Children’s Librarian (by appointment)



The ‘by appointment’ was an afterthought and possibly rash.

She was busy duplicating copies of this when Mr Booth found her. Dee had counselled against advising him of this step.

‘He’ll only find a reason to object.’

‘How can he object to my raising the library’s profile?’

‘He’ll find one, you’ll see, or you can cut my legs off and call me Shorty.’

Mr Booth picked up one of the notices and clicked his teeth. ‘Where do you propose displaying these, Miss Blackwell?’ So there was to be no threat to Dee’s legs.

Sylvia explained her plan to approach the Co-op Guild and the WI.

‘I suppose the Co-op was Mrs Harris’s idea?’

‘I’ve talked this over, naturally, with Mrs Harris, Mr Booth. She’s been very helpful writing out the names for the new borrowers’ cards.’

‘I don’t believe we can say that “all’ are “welcome”. There are, for instance, gypsies.’

Gypsies sounded romantic. ‘Goodness, are there gypsies in East Mole?’

‘There have been. Some of our valuable Ruskins disappeared. And, I believe, a first-edition Carlyle.’

‘Surely not from the Children’s Library, Mr Booth?’

The plum-coloured veins on Mr Booth’s cheeks deepened. ‘In our benefactors’ day Carlyle was read by children. We had a number of handsome volumes.’

‘Gypsies, my eye! More likely he sold them,’ Dee said, when Sylvia reported this conversation. ‘He sells them off to a chappie in Salisbury who deals in antiques. He’ll have cooked up that story about gypsies to explain their disappearance.’

‘Really, Dee?’ Even Clive Henderson at Swindon would have had more respect for the books.

‘Like I said, you’ve a lot to learn about Ashley Booth.’

Sylvia was sitting in the garden enjoying the last of the sun and the sound of birdsong, when June Hedges called round with a trug of wallflowers.

‘I thought you might like these to drown out the smell of damp indoors.’

It was true: number 5 did smell dank. Sylvia inhaled the scent of the velvety gold and tawny flowers. ‘Thank you, June. These are gorgeous.’

‘Ray grows them between his bean rows. I’ll bring some of them round when they come on. We have runners coming out of our ears.’

June stayed for a cup of tea.

‘Do you know anyone in the Co-op Guild or the WI, June? I’m trying to get more children to use the library and Dee suggested I might recruit their support.’

‘The WI’s easy. My mum’s a member, though she’s poorly and not been able to get there lately. The Co-op Guild I think you have to be Labour to join.’

‘Are you not Labour?’ Sylvia was surprised.

‘Ray votes Tory. He says Macmillan was educated to know how to run the country. Mind you, next door’s a Tory councillor and Ray can’t stand him. My dad’s a Labour councillor – he grew up in the East End. I don’t really bother.’

‘You don’t vote?’

‘What’s one vote going to do?’

Sylvia, whose twenty-first birthday had fallen just before the last General Election and who had met her first chance to vote with excitement, felt slightly put in her place. ‘I suppose if everybody thought that …’

‘I know what you’re thinking. “People better than you went to prison for you to get the vote.” Dad says that.’

June stretched and smiled comfortably at her own shortcomings. With the sun on her big bare arms, she looked for a moment like a pagan goddess. I don’t know anything, Sylvia thought. All this carry-on about the library just makes me sound silly.

‘Sam’s really taken to that book you gave him,’ June said suddenly. ‘I’ve never known him read a book before. He made us die laughing last night, tapping round the table with my umbrella, playing some blind fellow. Ray was in fits.’

The following day, as Sylvia was wheeling her bicycle past number 3, June called out to her to say her mother had had a word with the chairwoman and Sylvia was welcome to attend the next meeting of the WI which was to be held that evening.

To fill in time after work, before her assignation, Sylvia decided to treat herself to supper. Eating out on her salary was a luxury so she explored the possibilities with care. She ruled out Patsy’s Tea Shoppe, too many dark beams, and settled on the ABC, which was brightly lit and promised value for money.

The only other diner was a large elderly woman sitting by herself save for a whippet arranged in graceful lines at her feet. The woman looked up as Sylvia came in and nodded.

Sylvia, forbidden a live dog, had had for years an imaginary whippet called Malt. She stopped now to stroke this real live whippet’s pale flank. ‘Hello, you.’ The whippet looked up with mild hazel eyes at this new friend. ‘What’s her, or his, name?’

The whippet’s owner was eating a scone and took some moments chewing it before she spoke. ‘She is Sylvia.’

‘Oh, but that’s my name. Sylvia Blackwell.’

The woman nodded. ‘Yes, I supposed you were she.’

The large woman seemed disinclined to further conversation so Sylvia found a table and ordered tomato soup and a roll.

The WI met in the Assembly Rooms around the corner from the library. Refreshments were under way when Sylvia arrived. She accepted a cup of instant coffee and a Rich Tea biscuit from a tiny woman who introduced herself as the Membership Secretary.

‘I was detailed to look out for you. I’m Ivy, Ivy Roberts, you’ll soon pick up the other names, though’ – her voice dropped – ‘the chairwoman, Mrs Brent, likes to keep things formal.’ She shepherded Sylvia to the front of the rows of chairs. ‘We’re thrilled to have such a young potential new member. You’re down to speak in Other Business.’

The items on the agenda were the branch contributions to World Refugee Year and an invitation to the new General Secretary, a Miss Alison King, to visit East Mole.

Ivy nudged Sylvia. ‘The previous Gen. Sec., Dame Frances, resigned. We never managed to entice her here but we have high hopes of Miss King.’

The motion that the branch should collect for World Refugee Year was passed without objection but tempers were more taxed over the proposal that the new General Secretary should be invited to visit the branch.

Competition for a stake in this event was heated. One member claimed a connection to Miss King’s family. ‘Not a blood relation, no,’ she conceded on being closely interrogated, ‘but a friend of my cousin’s was at school with her cousin during the war.’

Another member in a stylish hat and a good deal of costume jewellery, made a new bid. ‘My husband will be delighted to drive the General Secretary up from town.’

‘Her husband drives a Packard,’ Ivy confided to Sylvia.

The chairwoman put an end to growing discord by announcing that the matter would be postponed till the next meeting in order to ‘allow time for Miss Blackwell, our new Children’s Librarian, who has kindly come to address us tonight’. She afforded Sylvia a regal smile and indicated that she should come forward to address the meeting.

The WI members, thwarted in their hostility towards each other, prepared to turn it instead upon this interloper. Armed with suspicion, they were all set to dismiss anything she proposed which, if her age and appearance were anything to go by, was bound to be some modern nonsense.

Sylvia, recalling her father’s advice when teaching her chess – ‘Remember, a pawn is worth sacrificing for a chance at a queen’ – set aside her prepared speech.

‘To be honest, Mrs Brent, I’m really here to ask your advice.’ The mood of the room palpably relaxed. ‘I’d like to encourage more children to join the library and it would be such a help if your members could kindly spread the word among your children or grandchildren.’

‘That went down well,’ Ivy said as the meeting was disbanding. ‘You must come to tea some time,’ she added, getting in hastily before Mrs ‘Packard’, who was hovering.

Mrs ‘Packard’ took a card from her handbag. ‘Do telephone us. Geoffrey and I would love to see you at one of our soirees.’ She smiled at Ivy and moved away.

‘Thinks she’s God All Bloody Mighty with her blessed soirees,’ Ivy said. ‘Excuse my language.’

Sylvia’s instinctive sympathy was always with the underdog. ‘Actually, Ivy, I can’t telephone her. I haven’t got a phone.’

With the WI seemingly supportive, Sylvia decided that the local school should be her next target. The Hedges children attended East Mole’s primary school so she went round to number 3 to consult.

‘What’s the best way of approaching the school, would you say, June?’

‘Mr Arnold’s the head. You’re welcome to use our phone.’

‘I think I’d maybe better write.’

‘Sam’ll take a letter for you. You’ll take a letter for Miss Blackwell to Mr Arnold, won’t you, Sam?’

‘She said I could call her Sylvia.’

‘Not at school, Samuel, please, or Miss Blackwell won’t lend you any more books out of her library.’

Sylvia had been disappointed to learn that the early success of Treasure Island had not lasted. Sam looked sheepish when she asked how he was getting on with it.

‘Did you not like it, Sam?’

‘That Blind Pew was all right. I didn’t like the boy, what’s his face.’

‘Jim Hawkins?’

‘Him. He’s sissy.’

‘What about Long John Silver?’ Silver had been one of Sylvia’s childhood favourites.

‘I didn’t get all that thingy with Squire what’s his name.’

‘I’ll have a think about another book you might get on with better,’ Sylvia promised.

But if Sam was, at least at present, a reluctant reader, he was more than happy to be the bearer of a letter about the library to his headmaster. Mr Arnold, he confided, was respected by the boys at the school for his handiness with the cane.

Sylvia had attended a genteel girls’ school which her parents had scrimped to afford. Its academic attainments were at best modest but it prided itself on not using corporal punishment. Sylvia, who had frequently been slapped by her mother on the back of her calves for minor misdemeanours, was dimly aware that children were punished with beatings but she was slightly disconcerted to hear of it first hand.

‘My friend Micky O’Malley had it for spitting,’ Sam told her proudly.

Nevertheless, Sylvia bought Basildon Bond notepaper and matching envelopes in order to write to Mr Arnold. She composed the letter carefully.


Dear Mr Arnold,

As the new librarian at the Children’s Library, I want to encourage the local children to use it more freely. I would be delighted if any of your teachers would like to bring their class along so I can acquaint them with our collection of books.

Yours sincerely,

Sylvia Blackwell

Children’s Librarian



She read the letter through and added:


PS I enclose an sae for ease of reply.



On Dee’s advice, Sylvia had said nothing to her boss about her meeting with the WI but she could hardly keep quiet about possible parties of schoolchildren arriving at the library. This time she was braced for disapproval.

‘I don’t know about this, Miss Blackwell. I did request that you run any future arrangements past me first. We shall have to keep a very sharp eye on the books.’

‘Why is that, Mr Booth?’

‘Naturally, they will steal them or rip out the pages. A whole class let loose in the library is simply asking for trouble. I shall have to refer this to the Library Committee.’

With the exception of Sylvia’s neighbour Mr Collins, the Library Committee was composed of those among the elected District Councillors of East Mole who could be cajoled into spending their evenings discussing the library’s resources rather than snoozing before the fire or playing darts at the pub. In terms of status, it was well down the Council Committee list, falling below even Sewerage and Waste Disposal. But if Mr Booth had lodged any objections with the Committee they could not have percolated through to the school. Two days later the postman delivered an envelope addressed to Sylvia in her own hand.


Dear Miss Blackwell,

I should be very glad to meet to talk to you about your proposal for the children.

Yours sincerely,

Keith Arnold
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Mr Arnold had included a number to ring for Sylvia to make an appointment to visit the school and when she called round to ask if she could use the Hedges’ phone she showed his letter to June.

‘Nice writing. He’s a one for good handwriting. Sam comes home with his shirt cuffs stained in blue-black.’

Sylvia was relieved that she’d taken the trouble to write with her fountain pen. ‘What’s he like, the headmaster, June?’

‘Strict but fair, I’d say. He was in the Navy during the war. Runs a tight ship.’

Sylvia made no mention of Sam’s respect for the beatings. Instead, she offered to take the three Hedges children to see the library after her meeting with the headmaster, which had been arranged to take place just before the twins’ coming-home time.

When Sylvia arrived at the school a group of girls in vests or liberty bodices and knickers were playing netball in the playground. One of the teachers was coaching them with the aid of a whistle. ‘Mark, Sheila, mark!’ Sylvia heard her shout, and then a sharp blast of the whistle: ‘Gaynor Richards, you’re offside!’

She climbed noisy stone stairs to the Headmaster’s office, where his secretary offered her tea. ‘He shouldn’t be long. He’s talking to the Education Officer about the 11+ timetables.’

Mr Arnold finished on the phone and came through to usher Sylvia into his room.

He doesn’t look like a flogger, Sylvia
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