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          In daily life we never really understand each other; neither complete clairvoyance nor complete confessional exists. We know each other approximately, by external signs, and these serve well enough as a basis for society and even for intimacy. 
        

        – E.M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel

      

    

  
    
      
        1

        When my father heard that Krelis was dead, he went up to the gatehouse with a bottle of Westmalle and the family Bible and told me to go home.

        “But this is home,” I said – because the gatehouse is actually just a landing between our house and the de Bruynses’. In olden times it was part of a watchtower, but now there’s nothing to watch besides ducks on the canal. My father didn’t hear me.

        In the kitchen, Mrs Lekaerts and Aunt Marta were making coffee. Mother sat by the Leuven stove, exactly where she’d been when the message arrived that there had been an accident at the fulling mill. When Aunt Marta heard me come in, she whispered something to Mrs Lekaerts. Mrs Lekaerts slid me a look the way you do a spider in the bathtub – hoping it won’t notice you until you’re dressed, so you can squash it – and whispered something back.

        “He doesn’t understand. Leave him,” said my mother. 

        So I went upstairs to my bedroom, where I had been reading Bahlow’s Book of Birds when the news came about my brother. Actually, not reading: trying to peel apart the pages that Mother had glued together when I was little and easily frightened. I had just managed to separate two leaves when a mill worker arrived with the news, and then there had been so much commotion that it had become impossible to concentrate. 

        The picture was of a black eagle and her two chicks. The mother bird was flying off in the distance, and the chicks were fighting. The caption read: “The older chick begins its persecution as soon as the second egg hatches. In most cases, it kills the younger sibling in a battle commonly known as the ‘Cain and Abel’ scenario”.

        The picture had given me nightmares once. The larger chick was stabbing at the little one with its hooked beak, snaring it in the eye, while its little brother or sister wrestled on its back with its pink tongue poking out in a futile scream. Its skull had been punctured and glistened with fresh brains, but both eyes were still open – watching me as I watched it die. 

        I turned onto my back and wondered what my father was doing on the other side of the wall. I would need the Bible before long: it was already Friday and I’d still not begun reviewing the lesson for Sunday. We were supposed to be studying Acts, but I was preoccupied with different questions, such as, “If God didn’t create the sun and the stars until the fourth day, how did he separate light from darkness on the first?” Or, “If the serpent was condemned to crawl on its belly for tempting Adam and Eve, how did it get around before that?” And, “If Adam and Eve were the first people, where did Cain’s wife come from?”

        They were good questions, reasonable questions – questions I could ask Mr Hendryks, who served with me at Mass in Sint-Janskerk. Mr Hendryks had a high, bald forehead and the eyes of a robber fly, and was the only person I knew who hadn’t been born in Mechelen. He was from Diksmuide, but had come to our town after the war to work for the Railway Authority, although he’d been retired for as long as I’d known him. Being retired seemed like a very dignified thing to me: it meant you could do nothing all day but walk to and from church and still hold your head high. When I’d said that I thought I would like to be retired one day, he’d smiled and told me that I should start saving up now – which was another way for him to say that our country was going to the dogs. That’s what most of the grown-ups in our town believed, though Mr Hendryks took great pains never to admit as much to me. But his eyes, magnified by his spectacles to resemble enormous, blinking beetles, said something different. It felt wrong to watch him lie, so I’d changed the subject to ask why the statue of St Bartholomew in our church was smiling, despite the fact that he was holding his own skin after being flayed alive. This was the sort of question Mr Hendryks liked best, and even though I already knew the answer, I had listened like an obedient schoolchild while he explained that the statue was meant to be St Bartholomew in heaven, and the skin in his hands was just his earthly skin.

        I rolled back onto my stomach and considered the picture of the eagle chicks once more. I wondered if snakes got to be reunited with the skins they’d shed during their lifetime. Did they go to heaven, even though they didn’t get baptized and couldn’t atone for their sins? If what Pepijn at school said was true, most species that ever lived on Earth have long since gone extinct. Only the well-adapted ones – the ones closest to perfection – survive. Like humans and black eagles and boa constrictors, who can produce up to seventy babies in one go. 

        Krelis was perfect. My parents had never understood him; his brilliance had bewildered them almost as much as his disappearance into the river. Mother had stopped school at fifteen to become a seamstress, and Father wasn’t much older when he went to fight in the war, so Krelis knew more than all three of us put together. He won the Poetry Prize three years in a row and played football and hockey better than anyone else. His mathematics teacher used to set him extra assignments, but soon Krelis was the one coming up with formulas that even the headmaster couldn’t unravel.

        He had been working at the fulling mill for six months now. Kurt Bokhoven had talked him into taking the job the week they graduated, and he had already made many friends there. After clocking off, the young men would smoke behind the mill in surly, reflective pairs with their collars turned up against the wind and their chins tucked into their chests, so that they resembled a huddle of brooding generals. Sometimes I would wander down at the end of the day and listen to them talk disparagingly about the old men who oversaw them, and once Kurt had pressed a few pamphlets into my shirt and told me if I let anyone catch me with them I’d be sorry. One of the pamphlets was titled What Is to Be Done? and looked as if it had already been read by many people. I didn’t understand most of it, but I forced myself to read it right to the end, flicking impatiently through the greasy pages covered with dense rows of jagged text. The following day, I’d handed the pamphlets to my brother and told him to give them back to Kurt. “What did you think?” Krelis asked me. I told him the tiny words made my eyes hurt, and he just grunted, folding the pamphlets into his pocket. “Perhaps you’re too young still,” he said, in a way that made me wish I’d tried harder. My brother had a knack with people like that: we were always desperate to please him. Krelis could have had a new girlfriend every week if he’d wanted, but the worst part of it was that he was kind and noble and rather old-fashioned. He even looked like a knight: sun-bleached hair perfectly parted to the side – tanned, broad-shouldered, sweet-smelling. Mother used to say that his skin still smelt like babies’ breath, even now that he was a man.

        He had been perfect, but now he was gone. 

        *  *  *

        By the time I woke up, my room was shrouded in half-light. Blue shadows filled the corners where the ceiling met the floor, and on the trunk next to the wardrobe my accordion had turned into an armadillo withdrawing its head beneath scaly armour.

        I closed the book and returned it to its shelf between the mattress and the bed frame. Then I stood up and went to the window that looked out onto the brick step gables of the houses on the other side of the street: flat red-and-brown façades with tiny square attic windows just like mine. Further down would be mossy gargoyles and arched doorways, ironwork curlicues in the windows and sunken stone steps that melted into the cobbles. But from where I stood, the houses were so close that it was only possible to see a few rooftops stricken against a leaden sky. I liked their tidy angles and the way the layers of brickwork had been tamed into orderly rows, each one shortening by half a brick’s length the higher they went. The gables were just and precise, pointing heavenwards. 

        No one had called me for supper. It must have been almost eight o’clock, and yet I could hear none of the normal evening noises downstairs – the clatter of dishes, the hissing of a kettle, the scratching of the wireless being tuned by my father. I straightened the bedclothes and inched through the darkness towards the sliver of light creeping beneath the closed door. I never let myself look around in the dark: that was how I would miss things in my path and stumble, or get drawn into black holes in the corners. There were particular floorboards that had to be avoided, ones which creaked, ones which I knew to be unlucky. The rules in my room kept it safe. (Don’t make detours on your way to church, because God must never come second. Put your right shoe on before the left, but always wash the left foot first. Spit on nail parings. And so on.) Mr Hendryks thought that this was why I was so interested in science – because there are rules everywhere. In natural science there are, anyway. I once asked him if there’s such a thing as unnatural science, and he looked at me strangely before giving the sort of sensible answer I’d come to expect from him.

        “Unnatural science means breaking the rules,” he said. 

        On the landing, I noticed that my parents’ bedroom door was closed. No light seeped through the joins, and the stillness was uninviting. To my left, Krelis’s door was ajar – but his room, too, was dark. 

        I crept downstairs, encouraged by the glimmer of a gas lamp on the kitchen table. But no one was there. Aunt Marta and Mrs Lekaerts had disappeared, and I realized that Mother must have gone to bed. Three cups sat in the sink: two empty, one half full with tepid, milky coffee. All that was left of the bread was a dry heel and a scattering of crumbs. I opened the icebox: a knot of giblets was the only remaining evidence of a hare Krelis had trapped the previous autumn. 

        Suddenly, I was very hungry.

        Father would have to give me money to run down to the tavern for some bread and cheese. Someone at De Kraan might take pity on us, offer me a hot meal and invite Father in for a drink on the house. Encouraged by the prospect of a creamy waterzooi bubbling with chicken fat, the soft chunks of potato bobbing like floating islands in the carrot-thick waters, I ducked outside.

        The entrance to the watchtower was in its own little alcove between our kitchen door and the de Bruynses’ carriage house. The walls had been painted with whitewash that my father dyed with bull’s blood – in those days the colour was more brown than red. When we were much younger, Krelis and I had used the alcove as a last resort in games of hide-and-seek, although we rarely went all the way up into the gatehouse itself. According to Krelis, a young woman had been found hanged there shortly after the war. My friend Nijs said that this must have been because she’d done it with a German soldier. Every time I heard the starlings that nested in our roof making their strange, bleating cries, I imagined that they were mimicking the sound of the creaking rope. No one else ever talked about the hanged woman, so I sometimes wondered if Krelis had simply made the story up just to frighten me – but once an idea is born, it’s just as alive whether it’s true or a lie. I never liked the thought of going there alone.

        Putting my shoulder to the door, I edged myself into the vestibule and peered up through the gaps in the staircase that wound around a stone pillar, right to the top. A wan light flickered on the landing.

        “Father?”

        Gripping the iron railing, I pulled myself up several steps before stopping halfway. I leant into the eye of the staircase, resting my head against the cool stone column. “Father, are you there?”

        A chair dragged across the floor overhead, sending particles of dust trembling through the floorboards. I knew by the hollow thud of glass on wood that the bottle was empty.

        “Are you there, son?”

        “It’s me, Father…”

        “Krelis?”

        I stopped, the top of my head just inches from the trap door. In dreams, I was able to leap down staircases in one bound, skimming the ground with the floating grace of a bird landing on water. But there was no room to drop between the railing and the stone column.

        “It’s Marten, Father.”

        “Who?”

        The trap door slid open, and my father’s enormous head appeared, eclipsing the weak glow of a guttering candle.

        “I’m hungry. Mother’s asleep, and there’s nothing to eat…”

        “Oh?” A hand plunged through the darkness, but I was no longer small enough for him to lift me easily with one arm. I struggled, landing with a bump on the edge of the floor.

        “I thought we could go to De Kraan, Father. Buy you a drink.”

        My father’s shirt was loose and streaked with moisture. Staring at me with poached eyes, he took my face between two hot, clumsy paws and shook me gently.

        “Where is Krelis?” he said.

        The room was empty but for a table and stool. A decayed starling nest had partially descended from the rafters, quivering with brittle feathers and bits of crumbling bark. “Where is Krelis?”

        “He’s dead, Father.”

        “Dead?”

        “Yes, Father.”

        He rolled back onto his haunches and allowed his head to loll on one side. “You want to eat, then?”

        “I’m hungry.”

        “You’re hungry.”

        “Yes, Father.”

        “Then we shall eat.”

        He began to search his pockets – trousers, shirt, inside one sock – and produced a few coins.

        “It’s not going to be enough for both of us, Father. Enough for some bread, maybe. Or a little soup…”

        “You must eat, Marten,” he said, pressing the coins into my hand and bending my fingers into a fist. “You can’t fight your body. Times are hard.”

        “Yes, Father.”

        “Life’s a struggle, Marten. In the desert, on the mountain…” 

        “A struggle with the Devil, Father?”

        He smiled approvingly, extending a wavering hand to stroke my hair before realizing that he was too far away to reach me. “With the Devil, that’s right. You fight to stay alive. You fight, and you fight, and you fight.”

        “Yes, Father.”

        “Just like I did. Remember that, Marten.”

        “I know, Father.”

        “Why’d I fight the German scum, Marten, eh? For what?”

        “For a free Flanders, Father.”

        “And what did we get instead?”

        I shook my head.

        “What did we get?”

        “We got… we got…” I gulped for words, and he nodded with grim satisfaction.

        “You see?”

        “Yes, Father.”

        He levered himself onto his back with a groan. “Get yourself something to eat, Krelis.”

        “Marten, Father.”

        “Is that Lekaerts woman still downstairs?”

        “No, Father.”

        “Good.”

        When his breath became gravelly and slow, I edged myself through the trap door and carefully picked my way back down the winding steps. By the light of the candle overhead, it was possible to make out the dim silhouette of the letter box at the back of the alcove. I lifted the catch and felt inside. Empty. But as I brushed it closed, something fluttered to the ground, skirting my bare knees. The envelope was smooth, and fat, and cool.

        
          Pieter van Houten

          2, 812

          Melkstraat 6

          Mechelen

          Belgium

        

        Melkstraat 6 was my house, but I didn’t know anyone called Pieter van Houten. 

        I tucked the letter into my pocket and went inside. 
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        Gnawing on a pencil stub, Glen considered the bundle of paper still tied up with kitchen string, all but the top corners clearly unthumbed. It was her eleventh rejection: a form letter on Curtis Brown stationery, not even signed. So that was that, she thought, with something approximating relief. And yet, shoving the typescript in the bottom drawer felt inadequate somehow: like the telltale heart, it would still be there, insistently alive. For now, she tossed a newspaper over the offending title page, so she wouldn’t have to look at it. Then she stood up and began to pace the room.

        The telegram that had arrived from her mother two days ago rested, unanswered, on the mantelpiece. Still chewing on her pencil, Glen paused to consider, reflecting that she had never received a telegram which didn’t convey bad news – telegraph wires the world round hung heavy with looming catastrophe. Still, she couldn’t help but suspect that her mother’s tone had been designed to intrigue her. 

        
          Annabel again another bout of madness always terrible luck with men Tully home this weekend do come Mummy

        

        The mention of her brother filled Glen with the same queasy anxiety she remembered from mornings before school: a sensation she had come to associate with the chafing, damp-warm itchiness of wool stockings pulled over barely dry skin after swimming lessons. But her curiosity had been piqued. The heady rush of liberation from any hopes she might have invested in the poems wouldn’t last for ever, she told herself, so she might as well capitalize on it now. She reached for her purse: there was still time to catch the 6.45 to Tisbury, and it wouldn’t be too late for the boy to meet her with the car at the station. She scribbled a note for Emily, explaining that she would be back by Sunday evening with a basket of fresh eggs and cream scones, and asking if she’d make her apologies to Harry if he called. 

        As it was a warm evening, and still light, Glen decided to walk to Waterloo. It was a compensating benefit of living on the wrong side of the river that her escape route was never far off, and tonight the girl felt so energized by the act of leaving the building in a different direction that she began to whistle softly to herself – a meandering, half-remembered tune. Her daily trek to the bookshop took her south, through some of Southwark’s less salubrious neighbourhoods. She had only walked along the river once in six months. 

        Six months. Half a year since graduating, and what did she have to show for it but a dozen rejection letters and a part-time job in a shop where second-hand paperbacks passed as “antiquarian”? Well, it was her own fault for indulging in such silly delusions of literary grandeur. She realized now that her First-class degree meant very little in the scheme of things: those with poor Seconds had found jobs at the Times, while one who had scraped a Third was now an artist’s model in Paris. Most of the varsity boys were working in the literary reviews – apart from Laurie, still reading Italian in his ascetic’s set on the Turl – and any bluestocking worth her salt would be putting her brain to good use. Nine-hour days surrounded by frowzy, dog-eared potboilers, self-published collections of earnest poetry and justly forgotten nineteenth-century novellas provided little encouragement for an aspiring writer. Most of the shop’s passing traffic was limited to enquiries for the A–Z or directions to Waterloo Bridge. In between queries Glen passed the time furtively reading The Sexual Life of Savages and trying to decipher the notes another reader had pencilled in the margins, or else composing mental responses to the less than charitable letters she’d received from literary editors.

        She followed the pavement around a curve of boxwood, brushing gently against crackling leaves to allow a suited man to pass. He strutted ahead with the hasty bounce of a schoolboy trying not to run, coat tails flapping against his backside, the cuffs of his trousers – too short by an inch – catching inside his shoes. Perhaps he, too, was after a train to the south. But no: he disappeared up the next road, towards Blackfriars.

        Observing other people always led to a certain self-consciousness on her part, and only now did Glen realize that she was not wearing a hat. She glanced at her watch: twenty minutes to go. Well, her mother would have to live with it: an inky-fingered, hatless daughter – and one in flannel bags, at that. With any luck, the wardrobe at home would turn up more suitable attire for tea. 

        Tea! Proper tea, for once. Dining at the flat rarely involved anything more elaborate than Marmite on toast. More than once Emily had announced her intention to join the next hunger march on Hyde Park, a comment which Glen couldn’t help but feel was in slightly poor taste. Having developed an aversion to Ovaltine, she now subsisted on the water that trickled from a limy tap, which was only marginally clearer than the fusty stream that splattered from the pipe at the bookshop. Little wonder that she kept full dehydration at bay only by traipsing after Harry on the weekly party circuit. Did the lemon in a Horse’s Neck count as fruit? Succumbing to scurvy in this day and age really would be the final insult.

        She didn’t even enjoy the parties all that much. Of course, in the early days going out with Harry had been an easy way to forget her loneliness, and she’d convinced herself that evenings at Ciro’s and the Monseigneur would provide fodder for her art. But how boring it had all become, and how quickly: watching grown men behaving like schoolboys while their dates affected indulgence and gossiped about the same people, night after night… The truth of the matter was that she was tired of the parties, tired of Harry’s friends, tired of driving around London into the small hours only to wake up on Sunday afternoon in no state to write.

        Only a few nights ago they’d attended a do in Hampstead at which the guest of honour had been a striking German girl – Gerda? Gertrud? – whose Teutonic self-possession had made Glen feel clumsy and hopelessly juvenile in a way she hadn’t since schooldays, when she had fawned over a certain prefect until a public telling-off had forced her to retreat to the San for an entire week to nurse her shame. It wasn’t simply the fact that this Gertrud was said to be a political exile, possibly even an anarchist (a detail which only added to her allure): she had been wearing a fur coat that seemed to weigh on her slender frame in a grizzly bear’s embrace, and rumour soon spread that she almost certainly hadn’t bothered to put on anything else underneath. “The Krauts have a word for lovelies like that,” Harry had whispered admiringly in Glen’s ear: “Natürlich.” And yet, when Glen had finally worked up the composure to introduce herself, the remarkable creature had stared straight through her before turning to accept another gin sling. Glen had returned home that night feeling inexplicably chastened, unable even to channel her feelings into a poem, and declined Harry’s invitation the next day to join some friends on a drive to show the German girl the delights of the English countryside.

        The real rot of it, she thought now – detaching a corner of soggy newspaper stuck to her heel – was that one writes to be understood. What was there worth understanding in her life? Others had already covered the indignities of renting in a city bedsit, the strap-hanging army and the soul-destroying realization of semi-genteel failure. She couldn’t bear to succumb to such pitiful self-loathing. Narrative-hungry, that’s what she was. Not just for a story, but for her story. And yet look at her, rushing home to be consoled by Mummy and Pa.

        “How are you, Miss Phayre?”

        The voice belonged to an elderly gent peering up at her from behind the flower stall with gimlet eyes. How did he know her name? She must have told him. Six months ago, one of the first things Glen had done on arriving in London was to buy a bouquet of sweet peas for the flat. That afternoon she had collapsed onto the bed, imagining herself a sadhu on a board of nails as the wire coils pressed into her shoulders through the thin mattress, and tried to picture how the room would look to her in a few weeks’ time. By then, no doubt, it would feel properly hers. She would memorize the scratches on the window and the spaces between the peeling wallpaper – brown and mustard flowers against a background of floating spots that might have been bugs – and the plaster ceiling: she would no longer notice the damp smell of the quilted bedspread or the greasy reflection in the washstand mirror; she would fill a jam jar with shillings for the gas meter. She had put up pictures from the summer of a yellow beach crowded with families, where bodies jostled for space amid striped changing tents, wayward umbrellas and picnic baskets that belched bottles of lemonade, packed sandwiches and sunning foil. The Studland peninsula had never felt so far away. And so she had wandered out to do something practical, to take her mind off of these things. Handing over the bouquet of sweet peas, the little old man at the flower stall had winked at her and said, “A girl who buys herself flowers will never be lonely. Miss Phayre,” he added, “the fairest of ’em all.”

        Glen smiled and pointed to some foxgloves. “Those are lovely. Will they survive a train ride? My mother loves violet.” 

        “Of course, Miss.”

        It wasn’t as if her parents would be short of flowers at this time of year. Her father’s dietary experiments with every species of vegetable, seed and blossom was a quarter-century strong, and their sprawling garden would be bursting with more variety than Kew. Still, arriving with a house present might make her feel slightly less a child. 

        Waiting in the queue next to her was a woman rocking a perambulator. A small, round face glowered up at Glen who, trying not to look over-interested, looked back at the baby. Though just an infant, it had the stern features of a ballet mistress’s little daughter from long ago – a solemn, silent creature who used to pace up and down the rows of pliéing girls with her tiny hands clasped behind her back, judging the students’ turnout and the lines of their battements tendus. Even then, Glen had marvelled at the ability of a child barely out of nappies to make one feel quite so small. Now she smiled at the memory: a smile which she tried to transform into an expression of tenderness for the infant. But the surly little thing only twisted its features in discomfort, and Glen averted her gaze lest the baby started to bawl.

        “Your flowers, Miss.”

        “Thank you.” Glen dropped two coins into the seller’s dust-caked palm and took the bouquet, wrapped in newspaper and baking parchment. The latter was a “quality” touch. The newspaper she would save for later.

        *  *  *

        For as long as Glen could remember, the tall library bookshelves had been covered in netting to keep the swallows off. This extension had been her grandfather’s creation – a cross between a conservatory and a smoking room, where writhing ivy crept through the window panes and dark niche shelves creaked and sighed under the weight of so many books. Mottled glass cast dapples of light across the sloping floor, creating a shimmering reflection of the ceiling’s remarkable trompe l’œil of birds in flight. 

        An umbrella stand in one corner supported what looked like a dead cormorant, which, along with everything else in the library, was covered in a thin coating of dust. More than a decade had passed since Glen had taken her final lessons here before being sent off to school, but the room evoked memories as vivid as the moving pictures on a cinema screen: herself as an infant, grimly chewing on a piece of blotting paper as she studied the engravings of suffering martyrs in a tattered copy of Butler’s Lives of the Saints; her sister playing nurse to a row of invalid dolls; her brother lining up armies of tin soldiers with obsessive precision along the windowsills, his brooding features darkened by the usual thundercloud. Though most boys had outgrown such games by his age, reports filtering in of the Artois-Loos Offensive only deepened his interest in military strategy, and he had quickly become unresponsive to any conversation not relating to the “Big Push”. They had been fierce and dreamy children, but Tully had always been the more inclined to saturnine moods. Glen remembered seeing him being smacked by the girls’ nanny for some impertinence or other and knowing even then that he would harbour that humiliation for the rest of his life, storing it away so that a small part of him would remain forever locked in that moment. Each had had their cross to bear – in Glen’s case, a stubborn childhood lisp; in Merle’s, hip dysplasia, which had committed her to a harness for the first ten years of her life – and make-believe play had provided their escape. But of the three, her brother had always been the one to embrace his roles with the fiercest devotion to accuracy. On days when downpours reduced the tennis courts to soup bowls and the children’s blackened socks would have to be draped, eel-like, over radiators that rattled and clanged, Glen and her sister would play at being white slaves, casting Tully as the sheik. As raindrops bulleted against the bevelled glass and the sweating walls filled the room with the sweet smell of damp wood, he would mutter and fret over his assembled army while his sisters cowered beneath the writing desk and plotted their escape across the sand dunes. 

        Although she was the youngest, Glen had been perhaps the first to realize that a healthy imagination required constant feeding. Almost by instinct, by an early age she had become expert at peering through keyholes, listening at doors, loitering on stairs. She had taken for granted the secrets with which they’d grown up – Tully’s first, a blooding at their uncle’s hunt, an experience which his sisters were allowed to spy only at a distance – as well as the make-believe games that often felt more real than their everyday lives. The gap in their ages (a ten-year lacuna between Tully and Merle haunted by the spectres of three siblings lost to miscarriages and stillbirth) only heightened this sense of matters unspoken, yet to be discovered. Envy of the things her brother got to do later led Glen to invent a male alter ego for herself: it had been Chester’s fault, she remembered insisting to her mother, that the milk-glass horse had lost its tail. She now found herself observing the remaining figurines – there were six in total, clustered on a shelf that was furry with dust – before reaching for the one in the shape of a pig. It was heavy and strangely cold to the touch. It had no eyes and no tail. A pink flower had been painted on its pot belly. Funny, she thought, how one can be whipped back into childhood by such a silly thing. A cord relaxes, snaps at its lowest point, and plunges you into a time and place that you’ve come to associate with someone else…

        An almighty crash shook her from the daydream, followed by a breathless stream of curses that rumbled through the wall as fine puffs of dust burst and drifted along the trembling shelves. Startled, Glen picked her way across a threadbare Persian rug and emerged into the hallway, where she became gradually aware of a curious smell – musty and warm, with a distinct carbon edge that made her suspect that something, somewhere, was burning. She poked her head into the next room, and drew a sharp breath of surprise.

        Her father was standing on the dining-room table with a steaming iron in his hand. All around him strips of hand-painted silk wallpaper, brought back from China by Glen’s grandmother, curled to the floor.

        “Glynis!” Murray Phayre returned the iron to the grate and sprung from the table with the agility of a young man to embrace her. Glen laughed as she felt the air crushed from her lungs.

        “Careful, Pa!” she gasped. “The flowers.” Then, casting her gaze over the drooping tatters – here an exquisitely painted lily, there a little bird perched on a cherry blossom – she added, “What are you doing?”

        Her father’s gentle face crumpled into a smile. “It’s all part of the redistribution process, my love.”

        “I beg your pardon?”

        “I’ve had a good offer for this paper from a fellow in town.”

        “What kind of offer?”

        “You should see what I’ve done next door…” He hooked one finger, led her outside with the enthusiasm of a loyal hound. If he had a tail, Glen thought, it would be wagging. “Behold!”

        It was as if a fault line had split the study in two. Almost every precious floorboard had been torn up, the panels of maroon stinkwood and fine yellow sapwood striking tortured poses around a gaping black mouth which now yawned at the centre of the room. 

        “How’d you manage this, Pa?” Glen shook her head in disbelief, running a hand along one of the boards. The wood was tough, as durable as teak, and she felt a ripple of disgust pass through her. As children, they had played skittles in this room: the memories crystallized in the face of such ridiculous destruction. “I don’t understand…”

        “They’re worth a lot of money, you know.”

        “But why?”

        Her father sank into an armchair. “Household finances. Everyone’s been tightening their belts since the Crash. Nothing to worry your pretty head about.” He leant forwards. “Speaking of which, what in Heaven’s name have you done to your hair this time?”

        The usual complaint. Her brother and sister were dark, like their mother, and Glen’s golden colouring was a point of pride to her father.

        “It’s the fashion, Pa. You’ve seen it before.”

        “Before it was feminine. It reminded me of Louise Brooks. Now you look like a goatherd – like the lad from the dairy…”

        “I always thought he was rather scrummy.”

        “None of your cheek. Anyway, I thought you were interested in that swot.”

        “Which swot?”

        “You know the one – up at Oxford. Bookish fellow, kept apart from the bright young things…”

        “Laurie?”

        “That’s the one.”

        “Laurie’s a dear, Pa. But possibly not interested in girls.”

        “Ah.”

        Glen placed the flowers on the sideboard and lifted a corner of protective sheeting from the sofa. She enjoyed these silly conversations with her father, a comradely relationship that he should have been able to share with Tully – poor, vulnerable Tully – but couldn’t. Where there had always been a mutual shyness between Glen and her mother, Murray had found a way to appreciate his youngest daughter’s obstinate, coltish nature. It was from him that she had learnt to adopt defiant gaiety in the face of family tension, from him that she had acquired a pair of boxing gloves at the age of eleven, to her mother’s trumpeted disapproval. Infancy and adolescence had embarrassed Murray Phayre, but now that his daughters were grown, they had begun to rediscover the easy camaraderie of those long-ago days.

        “How’s the diet going? You were on dandelion tea the last time I visited.”

        Her father grunted. “Did wonders for my arthritis, but it’s a laxative – and a diuretic. I spent six weeks on catabolics before deciding to experiment with raw foods. Doctor Patterson informs me that kelp is an excellent source of iron, and it’s something that I can collect with my own fair hands when we visit Lulworth.”

        “And has Doctor Patterson told his wife about your latest fad?” The Phayres’ neighbours inhabited a comparatively conventional world of Clarice Cliff, Ouija boards and games of hunt-the-slipper.

        “Couldn’t care less what he tells the old biddy,” smiled her father. “As long as he continues to take my blood pressure every Thursday before tea, the good doctor will have served his purpose.” He nudged a dejected floorboard aside with his toe, and the smile faded. 

        “Where’s Mummy?”

        “At a recital in Salisbury. Fauré.” He tugged the watch from his waistcoat. “Should be home by midnight.”

        “Apparently there’s been some new drama with Aunt Annabel.”

        Her father laughed. “Isn’t there always a drama with Annabel? You’ll have to get your mother to tell you about it. The last I heard was that the marriage was on the rocks.” He tucked the watch into his pocket. “I think Mummy’s secretly rather pleased.”

        “Surely not, Pa?”

        He only shrugged, although she detected a wicked glint in his eye. “Ask her in the morning. She’ll be up first thing, preparing for your brother’s arrival.”

        “I was hoping that Betty might make us scones tomorrow.” From her father’s expression, Glen knew that something had changed. “Is Betty no longer here?”

        A wisp of a sigh. “As part of the…”

        “The redistribution process?” Glen lowered her voice and spoke firmly – the tone in which a stubborn child is warned for the final time. “How bad is it?”

        But her father only raised his palms in surrender: and with that gesture she saw that he had become an old man.

        Later that evening, Glen ran a finger along the faded spines that lined the nursery bookshelves: tales of adventure and intrigue, stories that had convinced her from an early age that she would grow up to be anything but ordinary. It was still too early to give in to the creeping fear that she might not be good enough to make it as a poet, but while she waited for inspiration she could perhaps turn her hand to something new. 

        Journalism was surely the fastest route to significance, she thought, spreading out the salvaged newspaper on the school desk. If she didn’t yet have her own story to tell, perhaps she might capitalize on someone else’s. The idea appealed to her interest in watching people, a hobby she had cultivated since childhood, observing tense conversations in tearooms and bland chatter in post-office queues. Lately, she had been keeping track of a man who caught the bus outside her flat at the same time every morning – he appeared to be permanently stuck at the halfway mark in Vanity Fair – and now kept a journal of ticket stubs, magazine scraps and transcripts of snatched conversations covertly jotted down from behind the counter at the shop. Glen had always searched for symbols in her life, auguring the future from the happenstance of burnt toast or a shiny penny discovered on the pavement, but all too often these symbols seemed fabricated in retrospect, irrelevant to her banal reality. The now-defunct poetry collection had been pompously titled Scenes from Away – and yet where had she been, barring a bicycle holiday in the south of France and two soggy Christmases in Wales? Perhaps travel was the answer.

        As she unfolded the newspaper sheet, which was still partly smudged and damp from the cut flowers, her gaze fell upon a box of text two-thirds of the way down the classifieds section – a goldmine for ephemera-hunters.

        
          Be a Ray of Hope

          Christian Women’s Union seeks correspondents for pilot letter-writing scheme to improve the language skills of inmates in medium- to high-security prisons across Europe. Anonymity guaranteed. Details of participating offenders available upon request. Box 7339. 

        

        Glen read the advertisement twice before reaching for a pencil.

      

    

  
    
      
        3

        Mrs Maes told me that our lesson would have to end early because her husband was going to his first finching competition that afternoon. He’d trapped his own chaffinch – the prettiest little thing, she said, all orange and grey, with eyes like black caviar and the most exquisite song, which is why it’s always worth trapping a wild one if you possibly can – and he’d even built it a special cage.

        I’d been to a vinkenzetting, once. About a dozen boxes were lined up along Begijnenstraat, and inside each box was a male chaffinch. Every time a bird sang its song, its owner would chalk a notch on a wooden stick, and the bird with the most songs in one hour was the winner. Many of the owners were old men who had fought in the war and been blinded by the gas, whose only consolation was that they could still listen to birds singing.

        I was glad that our lesson was cut short. I’d not practised very much that week, and I hated it when Mrs Maes tried to be encouraging through her disappointment – that was worse than getting hit on the knuckles, which is what would happen at school. Our school was not like the schools I read about in English books: there were no tennis courts or hacking trails, and no one drank mugs of steaming cocoa or ate rice pudding. When you were little you were taught by nuns, and when you were older you were hurled into a world of men: red-faced masters and sour-smelling older boys. In her dark-green dress with the crocheted collar and dainty house slippers, with her silver hair pinned in tight curls around her temples, Mrs Maes was the only teacher I’d ever felt guilty about disappointing. My melody side was good, but I didn’t like touching the black notes, in the way that some people can’t stand the sound of nails on a blackboard. When I had tried to explain this to her, she looked confused and said that if I didn’t play the black notes I could only ever learn pieces in the key of C, which wasn’t very interesting. 

        We didn’t have that conversation today, though, because we were short of time. As she put on her coat and checked her lipstick in the mirror, I asked Mrs Maes if it would be all right for me to leave my accordion in the school overnight. I told her that I was going to make a detour on my way home and didn’t want to carry it. She said that that should be fine, as long as I remembered to collect it the next day, as there wouldn’t be anyone to open the classroom for me over the weekend. Then she turned and looked at me strangely, and asked if everything was all right and how my parents were coping: she’d heard that they still hadn’t recovered the body… 

        “They’re fine,” I said. “We’re all fine.” And I wished her good luck for the finching competition.

        Once in the corridor, I could barely keep myself from running: past the rooms where the carillon students had their lessons, around the crooked vestibule housing spare parts for the bells, across the inner courtyard where Father Vandyk tended his herb garden, and into the street.

        I followed the canal to the fringes of town, across an industrial development and along the mud flats that were being covered in concrete. For as long as I could remember there had been a bomb crater there, left over from the war. Years ago, after a heavy storm, the hole had filled up and some kids had decided to go swimming. One of the smaller ones got tangled in some netting that had been left behind after a football game, and by the time his sister noticed he was gone it was too late. That afternoon, after the body had been retrieved, Krelis had taken me there, but by then all there was to see was a big hole filled with dirty water. We’d come home down the alley that smelt of potato and oatmeal sausages, where cats gathered to wail for scraps. At supper that night I had snivelled into my jumper sleeves and said I didn’t want to eat, which made Father chuck the plate of stoemp onto the floor because didn’t we realize that beggars can’t be choosers. Krelis had explained why I wasn’t hungry, that we’d been to see the hole where a little boy had drowned, and then Father was silent for a long time. Because what do you say when your boy is crying at the table and you’ve just thrown a perfectly good meal on the floor?

        When I reached the second field, strewn with weeds and scattered building debris, I broke into a sprint – over a fence and across a meadow, where the grass was long and sharp enough to cut through skin and a few cows paused to look up at me with sad eyes. Following the towpath as it curved away from the river, I headed straight for my safe spot in the forest. Crouched low to the ground, I would listen for the scrabbling of rabbits and imagine myself as one of them, burrowing in the forest floor with twitching nose and beady eyes, peering up at the vast sky and canopy of branches, nibbling on the bending willows that bordered the riverbank. Through the leafy gloom, I watched a goshawk slice between the treetops on its afternoon death cruise, cutting across a string of wire that had been pegged along the opposite bank to prevent cows from wandering into the stream. In the summer, Krelis used to settle himself in the crook of a tree that scooped out of the riverbank and let his bare feet trail in the cold water while I scouted for lost treasures in the shallows. 

        Every year in these parts there were rumours of wild-boar sightings: a mother seen lumbering through the undergrowth with her piglets, or a lone male rooting for tubers. But most had died out in the war, killed by the Germans for their meat. Once, I thought I’d heard one: a rustling of leaves, an almost human grunt. A pair of wood pigeons had scattered in alarm at something which I could not see, but which I knew was there.

        Leaning against the log pile that never seemed to grow or shrink, I pushed my feet against the empty frame where hunters hung the bodies of trapped hares. Sometimes I would watch the animals being skinned. The carcasses let off steam, the warmth from their lifeless bodies escaping like tiny souls into thin air. 

        I had lost track of the number of times I had read the letter. A week had passed, and still I had not decided what I was going to do. A part of me didn’t want to decide. So I read it again:

        
          Dear Mr van Houten,

          I’m afraid that the Christian Women’s Union (CWU) sent me your details without explaining your level of English. If you do have any difficulty understanding this, I hope that you might be able to find a warden who would be willing to translate. I was once told that the Dutch are taught very good English from an early age, so with any luck you won’t struggle to read my letters and I shall be able to help you refine yours.

          The information I received about you was rather sparing in detail. I know that you are serving fifteen years in a prison in Machelen, which I understand is somewhere near Brussels, and that you are thirty-six years old. You must forgive my lamentable knowledge of Belgian geography – Waterloo is just about the only place I know, apart from Bruges, which I am told is very beautiful. I hope you will be able to educate me about your country, which I can’t help but think of as an old man, even though it is really so very young in the scheme of things. I would also very much appreciate learning more about you, Mr van Houten.

          In the meantime, I suppose you’ll want to know a little bit about me? I grew up in the English countryside with my parents and two siblings – a brother and a sister, both older than me. My parents are retired, as is – in a manner of speaking – my brother, who had some rather frightful experiences in the war; my sister is happily married with two small children.

          For my part, I am currently plotting an escape from a life of drudgery in London. I have considered going to Spain, or possibly to Romania, where I hear the locals practise bear massage. It sounds, to quote my friend Harry, “positively savage” (by “savage” we mean splendid), although I imagine the travel would cost a packet. 

          I don’t suppose I’m remarkable to look at: fair, with short hair and a long neck, a slight overbite and eyes that are more grey than blue and might be described as “deep-set”. I have a rather low voice, which I used to abhor but now I’m grateful for it (my sister is rather shrill). I should like to be a writer, but I don’t know that I’ll ever be good enough. 

          You must let me know if I’ve made myself difficult to understand. They say that tyrants like simple language, so I feel it’s almost a moral imperative to be as complex as possible in this day and age. If you’d like to respond I promise you shall always have a sympathetic ear in me—

          Yours in eager anticipation,

          G.P.

        

        She mentioned Machelen in the letter – Machelen, near to the capital – but had addressed the envelope to Mechelen. Same street as mine, same number. 

        From my earliest days at school, Father had insisted that I would not waste my time learning French. As a result, I had taken up English, and my knowledge of it was good – almost as good as that of Mr Hendryks, who had spent a summer in a place called Purbeck when he was a boy. Although many of the words in this letter were a mystery to me – I could only guess what “drudgery” and “savage” might mean – I was fairly certain that Spain was the same as Spanje. This Christian Women’s Union sounded terribly official. Perhaps she was an evangelist? 

        The letter was far too interesting to be thrown away. The easiest thing might have been to show it to Mother, who would want to send the letter to Mr van Houten with our apologies, even though it wasn’t our fault. I wondered what crime he had committed to end up in prison.

        Hearing voices from across the clearing, I folded the letter and stuffed it into my pocket before wriggling closer to the log pile. I flattened myself against it like one of those shiny grey bugs that can squeeze into spaces you’d never think could take them. There were three people: one was breathing heavily while the other two spoke. 

        “That was too easy.”

        Pepijn. I knew his froggy voice and recognized the awkward lurching of his too-long body. Pepijn was taller than anyone else in my class, and his legs were already covered with a jungle of golden hairs. 

        “He made it easy. Didn’t you?” I didn’t recognize this voice. “I said, didn’t you?” A soft thud, followed by a grunt and more wheezing. At last, the third boy spoke.

        “Can we go back now?” 

        There was a gap in the log pile just above my eye level. Carefully, without breathing, I drew up to it.

        The boy who had asked the question was crouched on the ground with his back to me, the curve of his spine heaving up and down. I didn’t recognize his voice, but I saw that he had a bad cut on one leg. Bits of dirt and bark, and even a tiny green leaf, stuck to the scarlet stripe that glistened from his knee all the way down to his sock.

        “What happens when a Trapper catches an Indian, Arend?” asked Pepijn. 

        “The same thing that happens when an Indian catches a Trapper. The point is, he was caught.”

        The older boy, the one called Arend, was wearing a version of the local scouting uniform, with a red armband and a badge on his cap that was decorated in the Dutch colours. I looked at my own school coat – the piping was coming loose at the cuffs, and there were holes picked in the flannel where my mother had sewn Krelis’s swimming badges – before trying to get a better look at the insignia on Arend’s cap. He was almost as handsome as my brother, with a square face and severe jaw, and eyes as bright as glass. I’d never seen anyone stand so straight.

        “It won’t happen again, Arend,” snivelled the boy on the ground. “Can we go back now?”

        “Get up.” Arend turned to Pepijn with a swagger. “We haven’t got room for weaklings, understand? I don’t care how clever he is. The brainy ones are always the weakest.”

        Pepijn nodded with dumb exuberance.

        “Pain isn’t weakness – admitting pain is.” Arend scanned the ground around him, and I ducked. He halted a few feet from the log pile, and from the rustling of leaves I could tell that he had picked something up. “We just need to find out how weak he is, Pepijn, before we decide if he can join.”

        There was a pause, followed by the sound of something slicing through the soupy evening air. A heavy sound – not like the crack of a whip, but something blunt and flat and hard. It was followed by a snapping noise, and a shudder.

        “You must be fast as a greyhound, understand?”

        “Yes, Arend…” The younger boy was crying now, groaning and rocking back and forth, like a buffoon. Arend’s head shone golden in the sunlight as he raised his arm for a second time. There was another splitting noise, followed by a dull thud, and a grunt.

        “You must be tough as leather…” 

        And again. 

        “Hard as steel…”

        “I promise, Arend!”

        The boy had rolled over to one side, his bony shoulders quivering as he drew his knees up to his chin. He was very pale, with dark hair and freckles. He couldn’t have been older than eleven or so. His long, black eyelashes glistened with tears.

        “You see how we do it, Pepijn?”

        “Yes.”

        “Good. Take him back to the campsite. You can show the others next time.”

        As soon as they were gone – Arend striding ahead, Pepijn supporting the limping dark-haired boy – I decided that I didn’t want to stay in the forest any longer. 

        When I got home, I went straight to my room and dug out an empty jotter. It was one I’d stolen from infant school, with a picture on the cover that showed three children sitting by a fireplace, listening to a story being read by an older girl in a pink sundress. Opening the notebook to a blank page, I decided to compose my letter in Flemish first and wait until I could borrow an English dictionary from school to translate it.

        
          Dear G.P., I wrote. 

          What to say? My name is Marten Kuypers and I am thirteen years old. I live in Mechelen, which is not the same as Machelen. My best friend at school is Nijs, and my best friend outside of school is Mr Hendryks at church. There is also a girl I like called Mieke, but she is two years ahead of me and probably fancies my brother, who’s dead.

        

        That wouldn’t do. I started again.

        
          You shouldn’t feel sorry for Belgium. Did you know that of all the foreign armies he met, Julius Caesar said that the Belgians were the bravest? 

        

        It looked so silly on the page.

        
          My father was also in the war. The only people he talks about from then are the French, and how they shot Flemish soldiers who didn’t understand their orders. That’s the French for you.

        

        No – I shouldn’t bring Father into this. 

        I chewed on my pencil for a while, then ripped the page from my book and crumpled it into a ball. How wrong was it to lie? Jesus said that St Bartholomew was incapable of deceit.

        What if I got caught?

        
          Dear G.P., I wrote. Thank you for your letter. Life in prison is hard, but I can tell you about it if you like.
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        In 1924, showing a rare interest in life beyond his garden idyll, Glen’s father had taken his children to see the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley. Glen had been eleven at the time, her sister thirteen. Tully had already started university, but Glen could remember the gleam of fascination in his gaze as they had watched a dramatic reconstruction of the Zulu Wars. British soldiers dressed in scarlet tunics, glengarry caps and pith helmets fired blanks at Zulu warriors in animal skins. Brandishing shields and assegais, the Africans chanted ferocious war songs and hooted with rapturous delight when the white men fell. 

        According to Merle, their brother had been cruelly snatched from the real war and robbed of his right to fight with honour. Young though she was, even then Glen had known that opportunities to die in glory were now few and far between. 

        “What’s Tully been up to lately, Mummy?”

        The broad rim of a battered straw hat obscured her mother’s face. Squatting amid the basil and rue, sleeves rolled halfway up her slender arms, her shirt tails trailed in the freshly raked soil as she jabbed at the ground with small, punctuated huffs. Her garden was the one place that Sylvia Phayre would ever be caught in such an undignified posture. Now particularly, it provided a welcome escape from the destruction being waged indoors.

        “Visiting the Cheshire cousins.” She indicated the basket resting at her daughter’s feet, and Glen passed it to her. “Pa thought that William might convince your brother to give the Civil Service a go.” She deftly snipped a few clippings of lavender balm and handed the basket back to Glen.

        “I suppose that will mean examinations.”

        “One has to eat, darling,” she said, darting a pointed glance at her daughter’s boyish frame, which Glen pretended to ignore. “Speaking of which, what do you do for food in London?”

        “Emily and I can cook, Mummy.”

        Sylvia snorted.

        “We do toast and things.”

        “Well, you certainly are looking lovely and slim, darling.” Sylvia began to pull the gloves from her hands, finger by finger. “I worry about you two, that’s all. Merle is the only one who’s doing something sensible with her life.”

        “Merle got married, Mummy.”

        “Exactly, dear heart.”

        “Well, what if I don’t want to get married?” said Glen.

        “I’m not saying you should, darling.” Sylvia wisely decided not to pursue the point. “There was a letter from your aunt the other day,” she said. “You really must see the drawing that Althea sent – it’s too dear. Such a clever little girl. And such an imagination.”

        When they were little, the Phayre children would gather excitedly to hear the latest news from their mother’s youngest sister. Tully would read the letters in clipped BBC tones, recounting their uncle’s tactic of placing ping-pong balls among the eggs to trick the cobras or the chaos that ensued when their aunt stumbled into the middle of a lepers’ strike in Colombo. After one report of a hunting expedition (“…my blood ran cold at the terrifying sound of a disembodied growl…”), the children had spent days pretending to be on safari in pursuit of a faceless monster.

        “What’s the matter with Annabel, then?”

        Sylvia resumed her assault on the flower bed, stabbing at the earth with renewed vigour. “Uncle Ray has left her. Apparently he’s planning to join the Planters Rifle Corps. It was just an excuse, of course – he’s an utter scoundrel, that Ray Moodie. I told her that when she married him, but would she listen? This Planter Corps business is just an excuse.”

        She stopped to peer up at her daughter from beneath the rim of her hat, assuming the air of a disappointed schoolmistress. “You know I would never say a word against my sister, darling, but I do worry about her habit.”

        “Oh really, Mummy!”

        You’re being just like Aunt Annabel. That had always been the last word in chastisement when the children were young. The mysterious woman who appeared occasionally in letters and photographs from the other side of the world – who only ever became a subject for discussion late in the evenings after Glen’s parents had uncorked the port – was almost invariably spoken of in gently disparaging tones. It had never been entirely clear why, although over the years Glen had accumulated a number of possible explanations. Annabel had declared her atheism at the age of seventeen, shortly before eloping to Ceylon with a man described as “entirely unsuitable” by her older sister. Unsuitable, Glen gathered, for reasons of age, class and reputation – the latter a convenient catch-all for the faintest whiff of moral or fiscal laxity – although in the photographs he looked a dashing character. It had been his idea that they should run a tea plantation together. To the rest of the family, it remained unthinkable that Annabel should stoop to managing labouring coolies in that tropical heat.

        “There’s Althea to look after, and the plantation, of course… and now I hear she’s adopted a little boy.”

        “Oh?”

        “It’s typical Annabel: taking on far too much, just as her life is falling to pieces. Not only is it unbecoming – it’s unhealthy.” Sylvia sighed wearily. “I’m going to tell her that she should come home.”

        “Why on earth would she want to do that?” 

        “Well, she would have us, for one thing.” Sylvia ignored her daughter’s doubtful expression: it was too easy for the girl to sympathize with an idolized aunt she had never met. “Her letter was a cry for help. She’d never admit it, of course – far too proud, far too stubborn. But family is family.”

        “Why on earth would she want to come here?”

        “Honestly, Glynis! What’s wrong with England?”

        “It’s wet and depressing, to begin with.”

        “Oh, don’t be so contrary.”

        Glen twisted a piece of straw from the basket, working it back and forth until it finally splintered in two.  

        “You do know what they say about the place, don’t you?” she said.

        “Hm?”

        “Don’t bother stopping. Just Sail-On.”

        “Very droll.” Sylvia had begun to brush herself down, and Glen extended one hand to help her mother to her feet. “I suppose Annabel would have to adjust to a more modest lifestyle if she came back. By the sound of it, the commonest folk live like aristocrats out there.”

        Out there. On an island shaped like a pearl – or a teardrop.

        Glen discovered the letter on her way in to lunch. Her little cousin’s drawing was, admittedly, very accomplished for a girl of ten. A jolly jade man sat cross-legged in a jungle grotto, eyes splitting into numerous laugh lines, belly overflowing, jewels circling his neck like gentle rolls of fat. The portrait had been signed by the artist – Althea Moodie, Beulah Lodge, January 1936 – and was underlined with a child’s ambitious flourish.

        *  *  *

        She found her brother on the far side of the ha-ha, smoking a cigarette. The ditch was retained by a wall that ran the length of the estate, drawing the boundary between the far end of the garden and the grounds beyond, and sunk so as not to obscure the view from the house. “To preserve the prospect,” their mother had explained to the children, when they had wondered aloud at this curious subterranean barrier. Although they had often been told that it was intended to prevent roaming cattle from entering the garden, Glen had always assumed that its true purpose was not so much to keep livestock out, as to keep them in.

        “Hiding, are you?”

        The man jolted, then looked embarrassed when he realized that it was only her. It had been a struggle, as always, to entice him back into the family fold. 

        “For Heaven’s sake, don’t let them see you standing there. Come on – there’s plenty of room down here.” He tapped a spray of ash into an empty flowerpot by his feet and edged to one side.

        She dropped into the ha-ha next to him. As a child, Tully had always shown little interest in trying to leap over the trench as his cousins did, instead preferring to lower himself into it to stare up at the narrow ribbon of sky overhead. Later, he would explain to Glen that it gave him a worm’s-eye view of the landscape: an opportunity to observe nature from the ground up. During those awful months of waiting during the war – when it was already clear to Glen that her brother could not return home, not because he was dead, but because of something too shameful to discuss – the girl would sit in the ha-ha and try to imagine the crump of distant shellfire, the smell of smoke and blood.

        “No one could find you after tea.”

        “It’s always this way, coming back.” Tully stubbed out his cigarette on a stone, twisting the butt hard.

        “Mummy says you’ve been visiting the Cheshire cousins…”

        “William’s trying to talk me into some ghastly civil-service job.” 

        “Oh dear. I hear the examinations are rather horrid.”

        “There aren’t going to be any examinations – it’s all a nasty rumour concocted by Mummy,” sniffed her brother. He pressed his back straight against the wall with a brittle smile. “Ingeniously orchestrated, of course. A proper pincer attack: Mummy on the one side, and Uncle Will on the other. Get the boy sorted. It’s time for a fresh start. But I won’t stand by and watch a fresh batch of young chaps sent off to the same horrors.”

        She watched her brother’s smile fade. “Well, I suppose they only want to help. It’s Mummy’s way, isn’t it?”

        “Mummy wants to save face.” He laughed – a cough framed by that same boyish smile – and met her gaze for the first time. “The things we have to believe in to survive, eh, sis?”

        “Dinner’s going to be ghastly. I can feel the guilt creeping up on me already…”

        “Darling girl, what have you to feel guilty about?”

        “Being overeducated and unmarried. For starters.”

        “I’ll bet she’ll say you’re too thin.”

        “She already has.”

        He laughed again, properly this time, and Glen was filled with sudden, tender warmth for her brother. “We shall endure it together,” she said, giving his hand a squeeze. “The important thing is to show no fear.”

        They stopped to watch a nightjar cruise overhead, its pointed wings tracing the curve of sky like a compass.

        “You’ve heard about Annabel, I assume,” she said at last.

        “I’d be surprised if half the county hadn’t heard about dear Aunt Annabel!”

        Glen turned to face him, serious now. “I don’t see why she should have to give everything up just because Uncle Ray did a runner.” 

        “Well, who says she must?”

        “According to Mummy, the children are growing up semi-feral.”

        “Sounds rather jolly.”

        “It does, doesn’t it?” Glen plucked a dandelion from the verge and traced the jagged leaves with one finger. “You know, I could offer to tutor Althea for her entrance exams – give Annabel one less thing to worry about.” Her brother looked at her. “There’s nothing keeping me here, Tull. And now Pa’s talking about selling the house…”

        “Running away isn’t the answer, sis.” There was no smile, no hint of irony.

        “But it wouldn’t be running away. I’m looking for somewhere to go. Throwing myself onto the world, rather than waiting for it to come to me. There’s a difference.”

        Someone had begun to call their names from across the lawn, summoning them to dinner, and Glen groaned.

        “Did you know that birds migrate along magnetic fields?” Tully was still watching the nightjar. “Makes you wonder, doesn’t it? If they have any choice in the matter.”

        “I shouldn’t think they spend much time worrying about it.” She took hold of her brother’s lapel and worked the dandelion through his buttonhole. “They just go, don’t they? They know when it’s time.”

        “I can already hear the wheels whirring inside that pretty head of yours. And I don’t suppose there’s the slightest thing I or anyone else can do to stop them.”

        “It must be the birds churring that you hear,” she said, heaving herself onto the grass. “Noisy bunch, aren’t they?”

        *  *  *

        Harry’s reply arrived on the same day that she booked her berth on the Amphion.

        
          Listen, dear girl: I think the idea sounds positively hideous. I don’t know what could possibly be less appealing than the combination of snotty-nosed children and insects the size of a man’s head, but that’s only my humble opinion. I hope it goes swimmingly for you – just please, for Heaven’s sake, don’t come back chewing betel. 

        

        It was typical of him, she thought, to adopt such a narrow view of things. 

        
          Children, darling! You’ve never shown any interest in the little rotters. What will the native staff make of a golden-haired garçonne working below stairs, you dizzy girl? Don’t be surprised if they mistake you for a widow – or, even better, a holy man.

        

        Alone with his letter, Glen felt herself blush. Of course it was a preposterous idea – of course she wouldn’t belong. Silly, self-absorbed girl! But then, out of nowhere, she felt a rush of righteous frustration flood her from head to toe. How dare he mock her? The very thought filled her with enough annoyance to crumple the letter and toss it in the waste-paper basket. Was that really what he believed – that she was such an amateur? That she wouldn’t go through with it? That, at best, she would only be another vapid English girl adrift in the Orient: blushing and innocent, unwittingly courting corruption? 

        Mummy had taken some convincing, although a tactical suggestion that the colonies might be just the place for introductions to the right sort – military types with staff appointments, at the very least – had done the trick soon enough. Her mother had never fully approved of Harry, anyway; she thought him idle, which he was, and too easy with money. Pa had simply wanted to know if Glen wouldn’t mind sending him a few samples from the island. “You know that Mr Gandhi survives on a diet of fruit and nuts, don’t you?” he’d told her, his voice tinged with admiration. And to Sylvia, “The girl won’t be missing anything here. If there’s to be a war, perhaps we’ll follow her out there in a year or two.” 

        Standing alone at the station, waiting for the London train, Glen felt herself teetering on the brink of momentous change. How silly to be anxious! Behind her lay an old house besieged by silent armies of carpet beetles and moths; ahead, an exotic paradise, purpose, inspiration. It was as if she had glimpsed a secret passageway, beyond which her old reality had already begun to dissolve. This, this was the beginning of her story.

        At the far end of the platform, a couple were embracing. Glen couldn’t see the woman’s face, although she noted an exemplary waistline and a rather lovely pearl bracelet circling one dainty wrist. Her arms were clasped around the man’s shoulders, and his hands rested gently on her hips. The man wore a fedora, pushed to a jaunty angle as he received the kiss. The couple were oblivious to everything around them, completely absorbed in each other. Glen tried to remember when she had last participated in a moment so fully. She almost succumbed to a pang of envy – but then her attention was distracted by another gentleman hovering nearby, just in front of the schedule board. She had not noticed him before. His features were not so fine as those of the Japanese students she had met at a party in Oxford, but he was most certainly of oriental extraction. I wonder if he feels himself alone, she wondered, trying not to stare. Adrift in a foreign place, with no lovely young girl to fling her arms around his shoulders, to whisper in his ear. And suddenly, not for the first time in her life, she felt strangely divorced from the scene before her. The lovers and the oriental gentleman were not incidental characters in her story, but players in stories and lives that would never concern her. 

        It was a strange thing, this realization, and instinctively Glen reached into her carpet bag to feel the crisp edges of the letter that had only today arrived from Belgium. 
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