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1

After distributing the eight ice-creams – they were the largest vanilla, chocolate, and raspberry super-bumpers, each in yellow, brown, and almost purple stripes – Pop Larkin climbed up into the cab of the gentian blue, home-painted thirty-hundredweight truck, laughing happily.

‘Perfick wevver! You kids all right at the back there? Ma, hitch up a bit!’

Ma, in her salmon jumper, was almost two yards wide.

‘I said you kids all right there?’

‘How do you think they can hear,’ Ma said, ‘with you revving up all the time?’

Pop laughed again and let the engine idle. The strong May sunlight, the first hot sun of the year, made the bonnet of the truck gleam like brilliant blue enamel. All down the road, winding through the valley, miles of pink apple orchards were in late bloom, showing petals like light confetti.

‘Zinnia and Petunia, Primrose, Victoria, Montgomery, Mariette!’ – Pop unrolled the handsome ribbon of six names but heard only five separate answers, each voice choked and clotted with ice-cream.

‘Where’s Mariette? Ain’t Mariette there?’

‘I’m here, Pop.’

‘That’s all right, then. Thought you’d fell overboard.’

‘No, I’m here, Pop, I’m here.’

‘Perfick!’ Pop said. ‘You think I ought to get more ice-creams? It’s so hot Ma’s is nearly melted.’

Ma shook all over, laughing like a jelly. Little rivers of yellow, brown, and pinkish-purple cream were running down over her huge lardy hands. In her handsome big black eyes the cloudless blue May sky was reflected, making them dance as she threw out the splendid bank of her bosom, quivering under its salmon jumper. At thirty-five she still had a head of hair like black silk cotton, curly and thick as it fell to her fat olive shoulders. Her stomach and thighs bulged like a hop-sack under the tight brown skirt and in her remarkably small delicate cream ears her round pearl-drop earrings trembled like young white cherries.

‘Hitch up a bit I said, Ma! Give father a bit o’ room.’ Pop Larkin, who was thin, sharp, quick-eyed, jocular, and already going shining bald on top, with narrow brown side-linings to make up for it, nudged against the mass of flesh like a piglet against a sow. ‘Can’t get the clutch in.’

Ma hitched up a centimetre or two, still laughing.

‘Perfick!’ Pop said. ‘No, it ain’t though. Where’d I put that money?’

Ice-cream in his right hand, he began to feel in the pockets of his leather jacket with the other.

‘I had it when I bought the ice-creams. Don’t say I dropped it. Here, Ma, hold my ice-cream.’

Ma held the ice-cream, taking a neat lick at a melting edge of it with a red sparkling tongue.

‘All right, all right. Panic over. Put it in with the crisps.’

Packets of potato crisps crackled out of his pocket, together with a bundle of pound notes, rolled up, perhaps a hundred of them, and clasped with a thick elastic band.

‘Anybody want some crisps? Don’t all speak at once! – anybody –’

‘Please!’

Pop leaned out of the driving cab and with two deft backhand movements threw packets of potato crisps into the back of the truck.

‘Crisps, Ma?’

‘Please,’ Ma said. ‘Lovely. Just what I wanted.’

Pop took from his pocket a third packet of potato crisps and handed it over to Ma, taking his ice-cream back and licking the dripping underside of it at the same time.

‘All right. All set now.’ He let in the clutch at last, holding his ice-cream against the wheel. ‘Perfick! Ma, take a look at that sky!’

Soon, in perfect sunlight, between orchards that lifted gentle pink branches in the lightest breath of wind, the truck was passing strawberry fields.

‘Got the straw on,’ Pop said. ‘Won’t be above anuvver few days now.’

In June it would be strawberries for picking, followed by cherries before the month ended, and then more cherries through all the month of July. Sometimes, in good summers, apples began before August did, and with them early plums and pears. In August and again in September it was apples. In September also it was hops and in October potatoes. At strawberries alone, with a big family, you could earn fifteen pounds a day.

‘See that, kids?’ Pop slowed down the truck, idling past the long rows of fresh yellow straw. ‘Anybody don’t want to go strawberry picking?’

In the answering burst of voices Pop thought, for the second time, that he couldn’t hear the voice of Mariette.

‘What’s up with Mariette, Ma?’

‘Mariette? Why?’

‘Ain’t heard her laughing much today.’

‘I expect she’s thinking,’ Ma said.

Lost in silent astonishment at this possibility, Pop licked the last melting pink and chocolate-yellow cream from its paper and let the paper fly out of the window.

‘Thinking? What’s she got to think about?’

‘She’s going to have a baby.’

‘Oh?’ Pop said. ‘Well, that don’t matter. Perfick. Jolly good.’

Ma did not seem unduly worried either.

‘Who is it?’ Pop said.

‘She can’t make up her mind.’

Ma sat happily munching crisps, staring at cherry orchards as they sailed past the truck, every bough hung with swelling fruit, palest pink on the sunnier edges of the trees.

‘Have to make up her mind some time, won’t she?’ Pop said.

‘Why?’

‘Oh! I just thought,’ Pop said.

Ma, who had almost finished the crisps, poured the last remaining golden crumbs into the palm of her left hand. Over the years, as she had grown fatter, the three big turquoise and pearl rings she wore had grown tighter and tighter on her fingers, so that every now and then she had to have them cut off, enlarged, and put back again.

‘She thinks it’s either that Charles boy who worked at the farm,’ Ma said, ‘or else that chap who works on the railway line. Harry somebody.’

‘I know him,’ Pop said. ‘He’s married.’

‘The other one’s overseas now,’ Ma said. ‘Tripoli or somewhere.’

‘Well, he’ll get leave.’

‘Not for a year he won’t,’ Ma said. ‘And perhaps not then if he hears.’

‘Ah! well, we’ll think of something,’ Pop said. ‘Like some more crisps? How about some chocolate? Let’s stop and have a beer. Got a crate in the back.’

‘Not now,’ Ma said. ‘Wait till we get home now. We’ll have a Guinness then and I’ll warm the fish-and-chips up.’

Pop drove happily, both hands free now, staring with pleasure at the cherries, the apples, and the strawberry fields, all so lovely under the May sunlight, and thinking with pleasure too of his six children and the splendid, handsome names he and Ma had given them. Jolly good names, perfick, every one of them, he thought. There was a reason for them all.

Montgomery, the only boy, had been named after the general. Primrose had come in the Spring. Zinnia and Petunia were twins and they were the flowers Ma liked most. Victoria, the youngest girl, had been born in plum-time.

Suddenly he couldn’t remember why they had called the eldest Mariette.

‘Ma,’ he said, ‘trying to think why we called her Mariette. Why did we?’

‘I wanted to call her after that Queen,’ Ma said. ‘I always felt sorry for that Queen.’

‘What Queen?’

‘The French one, Marie Antoinette. But you said it was too long. You’d never say it, you said.’

‘Oh! I remember,’ Pop said. ‘I remember now. We put the two together.’

Ten minutes later they were home. With pride and satisfaction Pop gazed on home as it suddenly appeared beyond its scrubby fringe of woodland, half filled with bluebells, half with scratching red-brown hens.

‘Home looks nice,’ he said. ‘Allus does though, don’t it? Perfick.’

‘Lovely,’ Ma said.

‘We’re all right,’ Pop said. ‘Got nothing to worry about, Ma, have we?’

‘Not that I can think of,’ Ma said.

Pop drew the truck to a standstill in a dusty yard of nettles, old oil drums, corrugated pigsties, and piles of rusty iron in which a line of white ducks, three grey goats, and a second batch of red-brown hens set up a concerted, trembling fuss of heads and wings, as if delighted.

‘Just in time for dinner!’ Pop said. It was almost four o’clock. ‘Anybody not hungry?’

He leapt down from the cab. Like him, everybody was laughing. He knew they were all hungry; they always were.

‘Down you come, you kids. Down.’

Letting down the back-board and holding up both arms, he took the youngest children one by one, jumping them down to the yard, laughing and kissing them as they came.

Presently only Mariette remained on the truck, wearing jodhpurs and a pale lemon shirt, standing erect, black-haired, soft-eyed, olive-skinned, and so well-made in a slender and delicate way that he could not believe that Ma, at seventeen too, had once looked exactly like her.

‘It’s all right. I can get down myself, Pop.’

Pop held up his arms, looking at her tenderly.

‘Ah! come on. Ma’s told me.’

‘Let me get down myself, Pop.’

He stood watching her. Her eyes roamed past him, flashing and dark as her mother’s, searching the yard.

It suddenly crossed his mind that she was afraid of something, not happy, and he half-opened his mouth to comment on this unlikely, disturbing, unheard-of fact when she suddenly shook her black head and startled him by saying:

‘Pop, there’s a man in the yard. There’s a man over there by the horsebox. Watching us.’

*

Pop walked across the yard towards the horsebox. He owned two horses, one a young black mare for Mariette, the other a piebald pony for the other kids. Mariette, who was crazy about horses, rode to point-to-points, sometimes went hunting, and even jumped at shows. She was wonderful about horses. She looked amazing on a horse. Perfick, he thought.

‘Hullo, hullo, hullo,’ he said. ‘Good morning, afternoon rather. Looking for me?’

The man, young, spectacled, pale-faced, trilby-hatted, with a small brown toothbrush moustache, carried a black briefcase under his arm.

‘Mr Sidney Larkin?’

‘Larkin, that’s me,’ Pop said. He laughed in ringing fashion. ‘Larkin by name, Larkin by nature. What can I do for you? Nice wevver.’

‘I’m from the office of the Inspector of Taxes.’

Pop stood blank and innocent, staggered by the very existence of such a person.

‘Inspector of what?’

‘Taxes. Inland Revenue.’

‘You must have come to the wrong house,’ Pop said.

‘You are Mr Sidney Larkin?’ The young man snapped open the briefcase, took out a paper, and glanced at it quickly, nervously touching his spectacles with the back of his hand. ‘Sidney Charles Larkin.’

‘That’s me. That’s me all right,’ Pop said.

‘According to our records,’ the young man said, ‘you have made no return of income for the past year.’

‘Return?’ Pop said. ‘What return? Why? Nobody asked me.’

‘You should have had a form,’ the young man said. He took a yellow-buff sheet of paper from the briefcase and held it up. ‘One like this.’

‘Form?’ Pop said. ‘Form?’

Ma was crossing the yard with a box of groceries under one arm and a bag of fruit in the other. Three big ripe pineapples stuck cactus-like heads from the top of the huge paper bag. The twins loved pineapple. Especially fresh. Much better than tinned, they thought.

‘Ma, did we have a form like this?’ Pop called. ‘Never had no form, did we?’

‘Never seen one. Sure we never.’

‘Come over here, Ma, a minute. This gentleman’s from the Inspector of Summat or other.’

‘I got dinner to get,’ Ma said and strode blandly on with groceries and pineapples, huge as a buffalo. ‘You want your dinner, don’t you?’

Pop turned with an air of balmy indifference to the young man, who was staring incredulously at the receding figure of Ma as if she were part of the menagerie of hens, goats, ducks, and horses.

‘No, never had no form. Ma says so.’

‘You should have done. Two at least were sent. If not three.’

‘Well, Ma says so. Ma ought to know. Ma’s the one who does the paperwork.’

The young man opened his mouth to speak and for a moment it was as if a strangled, startled gurgle came out. His voice choked itself back, however, and in reality the sound came from a drove of fifteen young turkeys winding down from the strip of woodland.

‘Won’t hurt you,’ Pop said. ‘How about a nice hen-bird for Christmas? Put your name on it now.’

‘This form has to be returned to the Inspector,’ the young man said. ‘There is a statutory obligation –’

‘Can’t return it if I ain’t got it,’ Pop said. ‘Now can I?’

‘Here’s another.’

As he recoiled from the buff-yellow sheet of paper Pop saw Mariette walking across the yard, slender, long-striding, on her way to the wooden, brush-roofed stable where both pony and horse were kept.

‘I got no time for forms,’ Pop said. ‘Gawd Awmighty, I got pigs to feed. Turkeys to feed. Hens to feed. Kids to feed. I ain’t had no dinner. Nobody ain’t had no dinner.’

Suddenly the young man was not listening. With amazement he was following the progress of Mariette’s dark, yellow-shirted figure across the yard.

‘My eldest daughter,’ Pop said. ‘Crazy on horses. Mad on riding. You do any riding, Mister – Mister – I never caught your name.’

‘Charlton.’

‘Like to meet her, Mister Charlton?’ Pop said. The young man was still staring, mouth partly open. Between his fingers the tax form fluttered in the breezy sunlit air.

‘Mariette, come over here a jiff. Young man here’s crazy on horses, like you. Wants to meet you. Comes from the Ministry of Revenue or summat.’

In astonished silence the young man stared at the new celestial body, in its yellow shirt, as it floated across the background of rusty iron, pigsties, abandoned oildrums, goat-chewn hawthorn bushes, and dusty earth.

‘Mister Charlton, this is my eldest, Mariette. The one who’s mad on horses. Rides everywhere. You’ve very like seen her picture in the papers.’

‘Hullo,’ Mariette said. ‘I spotted you first.’

‘That’s right, she saw you,’ Pop said. ‘Who’s that nice young feller in the yard, she said.’

‘So you,’ Mariette said, ‘like riding too?’

The eyes of the young man groped at the sunlight as if still unable correctly to focus the celestial body smiling at him from three feet away.

‘I say every kid should have a horse,’ Pop said. ‘Nothing like a horse. I’m going to get every one of my kids a horse.’

Suddenly the young man woke from mesmerism, making a startling statement.

‘I saw you riding over at Barfield,’ he said. ‘In the third race. At Easter. You came second.’

‘I hope you won a bob or two on her,’ Pop said.

Again he laughed in ringing fashion, bringing from beyond the stable an echo of goose voices as three swaggering grey-white birds emerged from a barricade of nettles, to be followed presently by the half-sleepy, dainty figures of a dozen guinea fowl.

‘Pity we didn’t know you were coming,’ Pop said. ‘We’re killing a goose tomorrow. Always kill a goose or a turkey or a few chickens at the weekend. Or else guinea fowl. Like guinea fowl?’

If the young man had any kind of answer ready it was snatched from him by the voice of Ma, calling suddenly from the house:

‘Dinner’s nearly ready. Anybody coming in or am I slaving for nothing?’

‘We’re coming, Ma!’ Pop turned with eager, tempting relish to the young man, still speechless, still struggling with his efforts to focus correctly the dark-haired girl. ‘Well, we got to go, Mister Charlton. Sorry. Ma won’t have no waiting.’

‘Now, Mr Larkin, about this form –’

‘Did you see me at Newchurch?’ Mariette said. ‘I rode there too.’

‘As a matter of fact, I did – I did, yes – But, Mr Larkin, about this form –’

‘What form?’ Mariette said.

‘Oh! some form, some form,’ Pop said. ‘I tell you what, Mister Charlton, you come in and have a bite o’ dinner with us. No, no trouble. Tons o’ grub –’

‘I’ve eaten, thank you. I’ve eaten.’

‘Well, cuppa tea then. Cuppa coffee. Bottle o’ beer. Bottle o’ Guinness. Drop o’ cider.’

The entire body of the young man seemed to swirl helplessly, as if half-intoxicated, out of balance, on its axis. ‘Oh! yes, do,’ Mariette said and by the time he had recovered he found himself being led by Pop Larkin towards the house, from which Ma was already calling a second time:

‘If nobody don’t come in three minutes I’ll give it to the cats.’

‘Know anybody who wants a pure white kitten?’ Pop said. ‘Don’t want a pure white kitten, do you?’

‘So you were at Newchurch too,’ Mariette said. ‘I wish I’d known.’

A moment later Pop threw up his hands in a gesture of near ecstasy at the overpowering beauty, which suddenly seemed to strike him all afresh, of the May afternoon.

‘Beautiful, ain’t it?’ he said. ‘Perfick. I got a beautiful place here. Don’t you think I got a beautiful place here, Mister Charlton?’

*

In the kitchen a radio was loudly playing jazz. In the living room next door, where the curtains were half-drawn, a television set was on, giving to the nine faces crowded about the table a grey-purple, flickering glow.

‘Have just what you fancy, Mister Charlton,’ Pop said. ‘If you don’t see it here, ask for it. Bottle o’ beer? Glass o’ sherry? Pass the vinegar, Ma.’

Soon the young man, arms crooked at the crowded table, was nursing a cup of tea. In the centre of the table stood the three pineapples, flanked on all sides by plates of fish-and-chips, more coloured blocks of ice-cream, pots of raspberry and strawberry jam, bottles of tomato ketchup and Guinness, bottles of Worcester sauce and cups of tea, chocolate biscuits and piles of icy buns.

‘Perhaps Mister Charlton would like a couple o’ sardines with his tea?’ Pop said. ‘Montgomery, fetch the sardines.’

Mr Charlton, bemused by the name of Montgomery, protested faintly that he did not like sardines.

‘Mister Charlton saw Mariette riding at Barfield,’ Pop said.

‘And at Newchurch,’ Mariette said.

‘Funny we didn’t see you there,’ Ma said, ‘we was all there.’

‘Mister Charlton,’ Pop said, ‘loves horses.’

‘Turn up the contrast,’ Ma said, ‘it’s getting dark.’

In the television’s flickering purplish light the young man watched the faces about the table, as they munched on fish-and-chips, ice-cream, tomato ketchup, and jam, becoming more and more like pallid, eyeless ghouls. Pop had placed him between Ma and Mariette and presently he detected under the great breathing bank of Ma’s bosom, now mauve-salmon in the flickering light, the shape of two white kittens somehow nestling on the bulging precipice of her lap. Occasionally the kittens miaowed prettily and Ma fed them with scraps of fish and batter.

Above the noise of jazz, television voices, kittens, geese hawking at the kitchen door, and the chattering voices of the family he found it hard to make himself heard.

‘Mr Larkin, about this form. If you’ve got any difficulties I could help you fill it in.’

‘All right,’ Pop said, ‘you fill it in.’

‘It’s still too dark,’ Ma said. ‘Turn it up a bit. It never stays where you put it nowadays.’

‘I’ll give the damn thing one more week to behave itself,’ Pop said. ‘And if it don’t then I’ll turn it in for another.’

Mr Charlton spread the yellow-buff form on the table in front of him and then took out his fountain pen and unscrewed the cap.

‘Ma, is there any more ice-cream?’ Primrose said.

‘In the fridge,’ Ma said. ‘Big block o’ strawberry mousse. Get that.’

‘Full name: Sidney Charles Larkin,’ Mr Charlton said and wrote it down. ‘Occupation? Dealer?’

‘Don’t you call him dealer,’ Ma said. ‘I’ll give you dealer. He owns land.’

‘Well, landowner –’

‘Farmer,’ Pop said.

‘Well, farmer,’ Mr Charlton said. ‘I’m very sorry. Farmer.’

‘Mariette, cut the pineapple,’ Ma said. ‘Montgomery, go into the kitchen and fetch that pint jug of cream.’

While Mr Charlton filled in the form Mariette stood up, reached for the bread knife, and started to cut the pineapples, putting thick juicy slices on plates over which Ma poured heavy yellow cream.

‘Real Jersey,’ Ma said. ‘From our cow.’

Every time Mariette reached over for another plate she brushed the sleeve of Mr Charlton, who either made sketchy blobs on the tax form or could not write at all.

‘How many children?’ Mr Charlton said. ‘Six? Is that right? No more?’

‘Well, not yet, old man. Plenty o’ time though. Give us a chance,’ Pop said and again laughed in ringing fashion.

‘Gone again,’ Ma said. ‘You can’t see a blessed thing. Montgomery, Primrose – switch it off and change it for the set in our bedroom.’

In the half-darkness that now smothered the room Mr Charlton felt something smooth, sinuous, and slender brush against his right calf. For one shimmering, unnerving moment he sat convinced that it was Mariette’s leg entwining itself about his own. As it curled towards his thigh he felt his throat begin choking but suddenly he looked down to realize that already the geese were under the table, where Ma was feeding them with scraps of fish, half-cold chips, and crumbled icy buns.

Unnerved, he found it difficult to frame his next important question.

‘Of course this is confidential in every way,’ he said, ‘but at what would you estimate your income?’

‘Estimate, estimate?’ Pop said. ‘Income? What income?’

Montgomery and Primrose, who had carried one television set away, now brought in another, larger than the first.

‘Steady there, steady!’ Ma said. ‘Watch where you’re looking. Mind the cocktail cabinet.’

‘Hear that, Ma?’ Pop said. ‘Income!’

Ma, as she had done in the truck, started laughing like a jelly.

‘Outcome more likely,’ she said. ‘Outcome I should say.’

‘Six kids to feed and clothe,’ Pop said. ‘This place to run. Fodder to buy. Wheat as dear as gold dust. Pig-food enough to frighten you to death. Living all the time going up and up. Vet’s fees. Fowl pest. Foot-and-mouth. Swine fever. Birds all the time dying. Income, old man? Income? I should like some, old man.’

Before Mr Charlton could answer this the second television set threw across the room its pallid, unreal glow, now in a curious nightmare green. At the same moment the twins, Zinnia and Petunia, demanded more pineapple. The geese made shovelling noises under the table and Mariette, rising to cut fresh slices, suddenly turned to Mr Charlton with modest, almost whispered apology.

‘I’m awfully sorry, Mr Charlton. I didn’t offer you any pineapple. Would you like some?’

‘No thanks. I’m not allowed it. I find it too acid.’

‘What a shame. Won’t you change your mind? They’re nice ripe ones.’

‘Ought to be,’ Ma said. ‘Cost enough.’

‘I’m afraid I’m simply not allowed it,’ Mr Charlton said. ‘I have to go very carefully. I have to manage mostly on eggs and that sort of thing.’

‘Eggs?’ Pop said. ‘Eggs? Why didn’t you say so? Got plenty of eggs, Ma, haven’t we? Give Mister Charlton a boiled egg or two wiv his tea.’

‘How would you like that?’ Ma said. ‘A couple o’ boiled eggs, Mister Charlton? What do you say?’

To the delight of Ma, Mr Charlton confessed that that was what he really wanted.

‘I’ll do them,’ Mariette said. ‘Three minutes? Four? How long?’

‘Very light,’ Mr Charlton said. ‘Three.’

‘Nice big ’uns! – brown!’ Pop called to Mariette as she went into the kitchen, where the geese presently followed her, brushing past Mr Charlton’s legs again as they passed, once more to give him that shimmering, shocking moment of unnerving ecstasy.

‘About this income,’ Mr Charlton said. ‘Can you give me an estimate? Just an estimate.’

‘Estimate it’ll be an’ all, old man,’ Pop said. ‘Lucky if we clear a fiver a week, ain’t we, Ma?’

‘Fiver? I’d like to see one,’ Ma said.

‘We want boiled eggs, too!’ the twins said, as in one voice, ‘Can we have boiled eggs?’

‘Give over. Can’t you see I’m cutting the pineapple?’ Ma said.

Everybody except Mr Charlton had large second helpings of pineapple, with more cream. When Ma had finished ladling out the cream she poured the remainder of it into a tablespoon and then licked the spoon with her big red tongue. After two or three spoonfuls she cleaned the spoon with her finger and fed one of the white kittens with cream. On the television screen a posse of cowboys fired thirty revolvers into a mountainside and Mr Charlton said:

‘I’m afraid we have to know what your income is, Mr Larkin. Supposing –’

‘All right,’ Pop said, ‘that’s a fair question, old man. Fair for me, fair for another. How much do you get?’

‘Oh! well, me, not all that much. Civil servant, you know –’

‘Nice safe job, though.’

‘Nice safe job, yes. I suppose so.’

‘Nothing like a nice safe job,’ Pop said. ‘As long as you’re happy. Do you reckon you’re happy?’

Mr Charlton, who did not look at all happy, said quickly:

‘Supposing I put down a provisional five hundred?’

‘Hundred weeks in a year now, Ma,’ Pop said, laughing again. ‘Well, put it down, old man, put it down. No harm in putting it down.’

‘Now the names of children,’ Mr Charlton said.

While Pop was reciting, with customary pride, the full names of the children, beginning with the youngest, Zinnia Florence and Petunia Mary, the twins, Mariette came back with two large brown boiled eggs in violet plastic eggcups to hear Pop say:

‘Nightingales in them woods up there behind the house, Mr Charlton. Singing all day.’

‘Do nightingales sing all day?’ Mr Charlton said. ‘I wasn’t aware –’

‘All day, all night,’ Pop said. ‘Like everything else in the mating season they go hell for leather.’

The plate holding the two eggs was embroidered with slices of the thinnest white bread-and-butter. Mariette had cut them herself. And now Mr Charlton looked at them, as he looked at the eggs, with reluctance and trepidation, as if not wanting to tamper with their fresh, neat virginity.

‘I’ve been looking at you,’ Ma said. ‘I don’t think you get enough to eat by half.’

‘I live in lodgings,’ Mr Charlton said. ‘It’s not always –’

‘We want to have some of your egg!’ the twins said. ‘Give us some of your egg!’

‘Now you’ve started summat,’ Pop said.

A moment later Mr Charlton announced the startling discovery that the twins were just alike; he simply couldn’t tell one from the other.

‘You’re quick,’ Pop said. ‘You’re quick.’

‘It’s gone dark again,’ Ma said. ‘Turn up the contrast. And Montgomery, fetch me my Guinness. There’s a good boy.’

Soon, while Ma drank Guinness and Pop spoke passionately again of nightingales, bluebells that clothed the copses, ‘fick as carpets, ficker in fact’, and how soon it would be the great time of the year, the time he loved most, the time of strawberry fields and cherries everywhere, Mr Charlton found himself with a twin on each knee, dipping white fingers of bread and butter into delicious craters of warm golden egg yolk.

‘I hope the eggs are done right?’ Mariette said.

‘Perfect.’

‘Perfick they will be an’ all if she does ’em, you can bet you,’ Pop said. ‘Perfick!’

Mr Charlton had given up, for the time being, all thought of the buff-yellow form. A goose brushed his legs again. Outside, somewhere in the yard, a dog barked and the drove of turkeys seemed to respond in bubbling chorus. Far beyond them, in broken, throaty tones, a cuckoo called, almost in its June voice, and when it was silent the entire afternoon simmered in a single marvellous moment of quietness, breathlessly.

‘If you don’t mind me saying so,’ Ma said, ‘a few days in the country’d do you a world of good.’

‘What are we having Sunday, Ma?’ Pop said. ‘Turkey?’

‘What you like. Just what you fancy.’

‘Roast pork,’ Montgomery said. ‘I like roast pork. With them brown onions.’

‘Or goose,’ Pop said. ‘How about goose? We ain’t had goose since Easter.’

In enthusiastic tones Pop went on to ask Mr Charlton whether he preferred goose, turkey, or roast pork but Mr Charlton, bewildered, trying to clean his misty spectacles and at the same time cut into thin fingers the last of his bread-and-butter, confessed he hardly knew.

‘Well, I tell you what,’ Ma said, ‘we’ll have goose and roast pork. Then I can do apple sauce for the two.’

‘Perfick,’ Pop said. ‘Perfick. Primrose, pass me the tomato ketchup. I’ve got a bit of iced bun to finish up.’

‘Dinner on Sunday then,’ Ma said. ‘About two o’clock.’

Mr Charlton, who was unable to decide from this whether he had been invited to dinner or not, felt fate softly brush his legs again in the shape of a goose-neck. At the same time he saw Mariette smile at him with intensely dark, glowing eyes, almost as if she had in fact brushed his leg with her own, and he felt his limbs again begin melting.

Across the fields a cuckoo called again and Pop echoed it with a belch that seemed to surprise him not only by its length and richness but by the fact that it was a belch at all.

‘Manners,’ he said. ‘Pardon,’ and beat his chest in stern, suppressive apology. ‘Wind all of a sudden.’

‘What’s on now?’ Ma said. On the television screen all shooting had died and two men on horses, one a piebald, were riding up the valley, waving farewell hands.

‘Nobody’s birthday, Sunday, is it?’ Pop said.

‘Nobody’s birthday before August,’ Ma said.

‘Then it’s mine,’ Mariette said. ‘I’ll be eighteen.’

‘Pity it ain’t nobody’s birthday,’ Pop said. ‘We might have had a few fireworks.’

Suddenly all the geese were gone from the kitchen and Ma, marvelling at this fact, started laughing like a jelly again and said:

‘They did that once before. They heard us talking!’

‘Tell you what,’ Pop said, ‘if you’ve had enough, Mister Charlton, why don’t you get Mariette to take you as far as the wood and hear them nightingales? I don’t think you believe they sing all day, do you?’

‘Oh! yes, I –’

‘Shall we ride or walk?’ Mariette said. ‘I don’t mind the pony if you want to ride.’

‘I think I’d rather walk.’

‘In that case I’ll run and change into a dress,’ she said. ‘It’s getting a bit warm for jodhpurs.’

While Mariette had gone upstairs the twins abandoned Mr Charlton’s eggless plate and fetched jam jars from the kitchen.

‘Going to the stall,’ they said. ‘Think we’ll put honeysuckle on today instead of bluebells.’

As they ran off Pop said:

‘That’s the flower-stall they keep at the corner of the road down there. Wild flowers. Tuppence a bunch for motorists. Everybody works here, y’know.’

‘I think I passed it,’ Mr Charlton said, ‘as I walked up from the bus.’

‘That’s the one,’ Pop said. ‘Everybody’s got to work here so’s we can scratch a living. Montgomery, you’d better get off to your goats and start milking ’em.’

Presently Ma, concerned at Mr Charlton’s air of retreat, uncertainty, and fatigue, spread hands like lardy legs of pork across her salmon jumper and said with earnest kindness:

‘Taking your holiday soon, Mr Charlton? Where do you usually go?’

‘I hadn’t –’

‘You should come strawberry picking with us,’ Ma said. ‘Do you the world of good. Else cherry picking. Best holiday in the world if the weather’s nice. Make yourself a lot o’ money too.’

‘Perfick,’ Pop said. ‘Don’t cost nothing either. Here’s Mariette. Perfick, I tell you.’

Mr Charlton rose from the table to find himself stunned by a new astral body, now in a lime green dress with broad black belt, a flouncing skirt, loose neck, and short scalloped sleeves. Her beautiful dark eyes were smiling at him splendidly.

‘Is that your shantung?’ Ma said. ‘You’ll be warm enough in that, dear, will you?’

‘Oh! it’s hot,’ Mariette said. ‘It’s nice to feel the breeze blowing round my legs again. You ready, Mr Charlton?’

Mr Charlton, the buff-yellow form forgotten, turned and followed Mariette, who actually stretched out a friendly hand. As they crossed a yard noisy with hawking geese, mumbling turkeys, and braying goats being led to milking by Montgomery Pop called:

‘Remember about Sunday, Mr Charlton, won’t you? Don’t forget about Sunday.’

‘You really mean it?’ Mr Charlton halted and turned back, amazed. ‘Are you quite sure?’

‘Sure?’ Pop said. ‘Blimey, old man, I’m going to kill the geese any minute now.’

‘Thank you, Thank you very much.’

‘One goose or two, Ma?’ Pop called. ‘Two geese be enough? Or shall we have three?’

Mr Charlton, still stunned and amazed, turned to face the waiting figure of Mariette and saw it miraculously framed against piles of junk, rampant nettles and, in the near distance, deep strips of bluebells fenced away, in the strip of woodland, from flocks of brown marauding hens. Her legs, in pale beige silk stockings, were surprisingly shapely and slender. Her breasts protruded with grace from the soft lime shantung.

He could not believe in this figure. Nor, five minutes later, could he believe that the yard of nettles and junk, Pop’s beautiful, incredible paradise, lay only a hundred yards away, screened by thickets of hornbeam and hazel, oaks in olive flower and may trees carrying blossom as rich and thick as Ma’s lavish Jersey cream.

‘You didn’t really believe about the nightingales, did you?’

‘No.’

‘Listen,’ she said. ‘You will.’

Walking along the woodland path, Mr Charlton could hear only a single untangled chorus of evening birdsong, unseparated into species, confusing as the tuning of orchestra strings.

‘Let’s stand here by the gate and listen,’ Mariette said. ‘Let’s stand and listen here.’

Mr Charlton, transfixed, utterly bemused, stood by the gate and listened. Patches of evening sunlight, broken gold, sprinkled down through oak-branches, like delicate quivering translations in light of the bird-notes themselves.

‘No, not that one,’ Mariette said. ‘That’s a blackbird. Not the one over there, either. That’s a wren. Now – that one. The one in the chestnut up there. The one with the long notes and then the long pause. Can you hear it now? That’s a nightingale.’

Mr Charlton listened, hardly breathing, and heard for the first time in his life, in a conscious moment, the voice of a nightingale singing against a May evening sky.

Enthralled, still hardly believing it, he turned to see the deep black eyes holding him in utter captivation and heard her say again:

‘You really didn’t believe it, did you?’

‘I must say I didn’t.’

‘I tell you something else you didn’t believe either.’

‘What was that?’

‘You didn’t believe about me, did you?’ she said. ‘You didn’t believe I was the same girl you saw riding at Easter, did you?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘How did you know?’

‘I guessed,’ she said. ‘I could see it in your eyes. I was watching you.’

She lifted her hands and held them suddenly against his cheeks without either boldness or hesitation but with a lightness of touch that woke in Mr Charlton’s legs exactly the same melting, unnerving sensation as when the geese had brushed against him under the table. A moment later he saw her lips upraised.

‘Who did you think I was?’

Mr Charlton made a startling, embarrassed confession.

‘I thought – well, I was actually told you were someone else in point of fact – that you were a niece of Lady Planson-Forbes – you know, at Carrington Hall –’

Mariette began laughing, in ringing tones, very much like her father.

‘Now you’ve just found I wasn’t.’

‘Well, yes –’

‘You feel it makes any difference?’

‘Well, in point of fact –’

‘I’m just the same, aren’t I?’ She smiled and he found his eyes level with her bare, olive shoulder. ‘I’m just me. The same girl. Just me. Just the same.’

Again she touched his face with her hands and Mr Charlton took hurried refuge in a sudden recollection of the buff-yellow form.

‘By the way I musn’t forget to get your father to sign that form before I go –’

‘You’ll have to sign it for him,’ she said, ‘or Ma will. He can’t write his name.’

She laughed again and Mr Charlton, his limbs melting once more as she lifted his hand to her bare warm shoulder, heard consciously but dizzily, for the second time in his life, a passionate burst of song from the nightingales.

At the same moment, back in the house, Pop returned to the kitchen after wringing the necks of three fat geese and poured himself a much-needed glass of beer.

‘A few days like this, Ma,’ he said, ‘’ll put a bit o’ paint on the strawberries.’

Ma was raking the kitchen fire, putting on to it empty icecream cartons, scraps of fish-and-chips, eggshells, pineapple tops, and Mr Charlton’s buff-yellow paper.

‘I don’t know as I shan’t get a few bottles o’ port wine in for Sunday,’ Pop said, ‘so we can celebrate.’

‘Celebrate what?’

‘Well,’ Pop said, ‘what about Mariette?’

Ma laughed again, jumper shaking like a salmon jelly.

‘The only thing is,’ Pop said, ‘I hope he won’t want to take her away from here.’ He carried his beer to the kitchen door and from there contemplated, almost with reverence, the paradisiacal scene beyond. ‘Gawd A’mighty, Ma, you know we got a beautiful place here. Paradise. I don’t know what we’d do if she were took away from here.’

Standing in the evening sunlight, gazing across the pile of junk, the nettles, the rusting hovels, and the scratching, dusty hens, Pop sighed loudly and with such content that the sound seemed to travel with perfect definition across the surrounding fields of buttercups and may, gathering its echo at last from the mingled sounds of the remaining geese, the voices of cuckoos calling as they flew across the meadows and the small, passionate, invisible nightingales.

‘Perfick,’ Pop said. ‘You couldn’t wish for nothing more perfick nowhere.’
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