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  The country of Uyowa and its capital city of Tondolo and all the characters in this story are imaginary.




  





  Chapter One




  It was Cleo Grant who offered Helena Sebright the chance to go to Uyowa. The two of them met accidentally one evening in the Underground at Piccadilly. They were hurrying in

  different directions, saw one another at the same time, waved and each called out that she was in a terrible hurry now but that they must arrange to meet soon. Then they went on on their separate

  ways. But a moment later Helena felt her arm grabbed from behind and found Cleo beside her.




  “Are you really in a hurry, Helena?” Cleo asked. “I’ve just thought of something I’d like to talk to you about.”




  Helena had only been going to a cinema to try to escape from a singularly bad mood, due to a row in the office, that had possessed her all day. Wherever Cleo had been going, she had decided to

  forget it. They went up into Shaftesbury Avenue together. The January evening was very cold. Raw gusts of wind came howling down the streets, digging sharp teeth into their ankles. The pavements

  were slimy from recent rain and there was a tang of possible snow in the air.




  They went into Forte’s, where it was reasonably warm, and ordered coffee. Cleo unbuttoned her coat and smoothed her hair back from her face. It was chestnut hair, fiery and sleek and long.

  Her coat was jade green and so was the dress that she was wearing under it and she had a big jade ring, set in silver, on one of her long, thin fingers. Her nail-varnish too was silver. She had

  always liked exotic colours and sharp contrasts. She was a tall, somewhat angular and not really beautiful girl, yet she had a way of making you think that she was beautiful by a certain bold grace

  of movement that she had and her brave show of self-confidence.




  Helena, dressed now in a grey jersey dress, the sort of thing that they expected her to wear in her very conservative office, had often envied Cleo that apparent self-confidence, in spite of

  being one of the few people who knew that it was almost entirely false. Cleo was really a rather frightened person. She was frightened of all kinds of unexpected things, such as of being alone in a

  house at night, of learning to swim, of driving a car. And this was strange, for she had led anything but a sheltered life.




  Until meeting Cleo, Helena had never realised how sheltered her own life had been. Her father was an Inspector of Schools, her mother was a psychiatric social worker. Helena had been sent to a

  progressive school, where she had had to decide for herself from an early age what she wanted to learn and what she did not; perhaps because of this had failed to get into a University, so had gone

  to a secretarial school; had had several serious love-affairs by the time she was twenty, from which she had emerged with the conviction that there was not much that life had to teach her. She had

  travelled a certain amount, hitch-hiking once to Barcelona and another time to Budapest, and for the last five years she had worked in a solicitor’s office, where she had steadily been given

  more and more responsibility.




  But Cleo had grown up in Kenya. Once, in the days of Mau Mau, she had only just escaped being murdered. She was the daughter of a wealthy coffee planter and had got engaged early to a

  Pole—or had he been a Hungarian? Anyway, he had been a refugee from his own country, a stateless man, who had had some unpronounceably Eastern European name and had simply disappeared when he

  heard that Cleo’s rich father had gone bankrupt. But that had not been all that Cleo had had to endure. Her father had sent her away to friends, then had shot both her mother and himself with

  the revolver that had once saved them from the Mau Mau. Not long afterwards Cleo had come to London, had trained as a secretary in the same school as Helena and settled down to earning her

  living.




  If settling down was what it could be called. She never stayed long in any job, any more than she could stick to any man for more than a month or two. She was attractive to men and was easily

  attracted by them and almost every time that Helena met her had just found someone with whom she knew that she would stay in love for ever. Yet by their next meeting Cleo would claim that she could

  hardly remember who it had been. The disaster of her broken engagement and the horror that had followed seemed to have left her deeply frightened of all strong feelings.




  “You’re still in that job with Orley Fitch, I suppose,” she said to Helena over their coffee in Forte’s, “or have you at last got around to leaving them?

  You’re wasted there, you know. You could easily find something much more exciting.”




  “As a matter of fact,” Helena said, “I’ve just made up my mind to leave them. Things have changed there recently and I can’t stand the new set-up.”




  “Have you found another job yet?” Cleo asked.




  “No, I haven’t got as far as actually looking for anything,” Helena answered. “But I’ve decided I’ll have to. Old Mr. Fitch, whom I really loved, you know,

  died three months ago and I’ve been handed on to his son, who expects me to stand his whims, his incompetence, his stark laziness, and—” Her voice rose in indignation as

  she remembered what had happened that day. “And not to mind being so sweetly and so forgivingly blamed for all his own idiot mistakes. I won’t take any more

  of it.”




  “But you haven’t committed yourself to anything else yet,” Cleo said.




  “No,” said Helena.




  “So I suppose you just might like to spend a few months in Uyowa.”




  Cleo said it as if she were asking if Helena would like to go to a concert with her.




  Groping among half-memories of half-read articles in newspapers, Helena said, “That’s one of those African countries that’s suddenly gone and changed its name, isn’t it?

  You know, Africa’s really the Dark Continent nowadays, as far as I’m concerned.” She had not even started to take Cleo’s proposition seriously. “I can’t keep

  pace with all the new names of places, or who’s in power, or what sort of system of government they’re going in for at the moment, or even if they like us just now or hate

  us.”




  “If you’d go,” Cleo said, “you’d be helping some friends of mine out of a very awkward jam. And you’d be staying in Tondolo—that’s the capital, in

  case you don’t know—which is a beautiful place with a marvellous climate and you’d be staying with awfully nice people. The Forrests, the people I stayed with when my parents

  died.”




  Cleo went straight on to tell Helena about the jam that the Forrests were in. Cleo’s friends had a way of being in a jam. They seemed to specialise in it and Cleo was always ready to put

  herself out to help them. All that was wrong with this, from Helena’s point of view, was that so often they didn’t seem to be worth it. Usually she didn’t much take to

  Cleo’s friends. But who was Helena to criticise? Cleo had held out a helping hand to her too from time to time; at least had always listened with genuine attention to Helena’s troubles

  of the moment. Just now Cleo was probably thinking as much of doing something nice for Helena as for these other friends of hers.




  “Dennis Forrest is a lecturer in Economic History at London University,” Cleo said. “You’ll love him, Helena, you really will, he’s got a quite extraordinary sort

  of charm. Odd, you know, but irresistible. And Marcia’s an actress and good, really good, though she hasn’t got very far yet. I’m not sure the trouble isn’t that she’s

  too good to go far, too subtle, you know. Anyway, she’s tremendously intelligent and very good-looking in a weird, haggard sort of way. And Jean, who’s seven, is a darling, though to be

  quite honest with you, she’s a bit of a weirdie too. She isn’t interested in anything in the world but animals. Human beings she can simply do without. But I should think that’s

  because her home’s been kind of lonely with her mother working. She’s had to find compensations. Denis has done everything he possibly can for her, all the same, he’s got his job

  to do too, and now there’s this problem of some lectures he’s been invited to give in America, and naturally he wants to go. You can’t blame him for that, can you? I think myself

  it’s very important for him to go on trying to make a very good thing of his career to make up for having a rather overpowering sort of wife like Marcia. So it seems that the obvious solution

  of the problem is to send Jean to his family in Tondolo for the three months he’ll be away. They’re longing to have her and they’ll pay the fare and everything. Only you

  can’t just send a seven-year-old girl all the way to Africa by herself, can you? So that’s where you’d come in.”




  “But you can easily send a child off alone by air,” Helena said. “You put her on board at one end in the charge of the stewardess and someone meets her at the other. It

  isn’t like a train or a ship, where she can walk off, or fall off, or take up with strangers.”




  “Yes, but it’s also when she’s there, you see,” Cleo said. “Denis’s parents are pretty old, and it might be just a bit of a strain for them to look after her.

  Besides, they wouldn’t be very thrilling company for her, though they’re marvellous people, as I told you and enormously rich too. Mr. Forrest used just to be the headmaster of the

  mission school in Tondolo, but his wife always had loads of money and they live in a lovely house on one of the hills overlooking the town. It’s cool and airy and it’s got a wonderful

  garden. I often stayed there. I mean when I was a child, as well as when—well, you know about all that. I can remember Denis from those old days. Even then I simply loved him, though we were

  the wrong ages to take any real interest in one another. He’s seven years older than I am, and when you’re children that makes you practically different generations. I used to know his

  brother Paul much better. Paul’s in Tondolo now, but I believe he’s leaving and coming to England sometime soon. I don’t know why. He’s a doctor, and doctors here mostly

  want to go abroad, don’t they, to make more money? But he’s always been a contrary sort of character.”




  “But do your friends Denis and Marcia know what you’re doing now?” Helena asked. “This asking me to look after Jean for them.”




  “No, they don’t, actually,” Cleo said. “They couldn’t very well, when the idea of it only popped into my head when I saw you just now in the Underground. But I had

  dinner with Denis yesterday evening—Marcia’s away in Nottingham, acting in a super sort of Brechtish play at one of those funny little theatres down dark alleys—and he told me all

  about the problem.”




  “And it would be for three months?”




  Unconsciously Cleo dropped her voice a little, as if she were telling Helena something confidential.




  “My own guess is, Jean might stay for good. I think Denis would really like to get a job out there himself at Biriki College—that’s the new university—and the

  old people would love to have him and Jean living near them. And Marcia would love it too, once she got there, though she’s utterly against the idea now. But probably she could get up a

  progressive theatre club in Tondolo, or do something like that—I’m sure there are opportunities—and be very happy.”




  Just one thing was puzzling Helena.




  “Cleo, you’ve always sounded as if you love the place yourself, so why don’t you go? Are you in a job you can’t leave?”




  She knew that that was unlikely, jobs and men coming and going as easily as they did with Cleo.




  “No,” Cleo said. “Not really.” She paused, frowning unhappily. “It’s silly, but I still can’t stand the idea of going back to that part of the world.

  Too many memories. Well, shall I phone Denis and see how he takes to the idea of sending you?”




  “I don’t know. I must think about it.”




  But only two days later Helena met Denis Forrest.




  He telephoned in the morning and arranged to call at her flat at six o’clock that evening. He was punctual almost to the minute and came in muttering apologetically as he tried to stamp

  the soiled snow off his shoes. Snow had been falling for most of the day, and the streets were a grey, slippery mire. Helena offered him sherry. Accepting it, he went on to apologise for taking up

  her time; for imagining that she could possibly be interested in helping him out in his quandary; for everything that he could think of.




  The odd thing was that at first Helena saw almost no sign of the charm that had captivated Cleo. He had a shy, solemn face, which was thin and white and far too narrow, so that although he had

  two quite good profiles, there did not seem to be enough space left between them to accommodate eyes, nose and mouth. It was only gradually, as he relaxed in the warmth of the gas fire, that the

  charm appeared. It was the kind that can belong to the naturally very shy when suddenly, for whatever reason, they succeed in convincing themselves that they are among friends, and all at once

  expand with boundless trustfulness. His pallid hatchet of a face became cheerful and expressive. His slight stammer disappeared.




  “You know, I suppose, there’s been a certain amount of political unpleasantness out there recently,” he said. He had just let Helena refill his glass, then added absently,

  “Oh, I didn’t mean to have any more. I drink too much, you know. It’s something Marcia holds against me. And she’s quite right, of course. It’s a silly and

  perniciously expensive habit, particularly if you’re trying to bring up a child. As I was saying though—what was I saying?—oh yes, about the unpleasantness in Uyowa. You do know

  all about it, don’t you? Because you ought to, if you’re going there, even though my parents wrote that our reports of the violence were ridiculously exaggerated.”




  Helena answered, “I did read something about it, I think, but I don’t even try to keep up with African politics. Exactly what did happen?”




  “The usual thing,” he said, “an army coup. The president, Gilbert Kaggwa, whom I used to know quite well at one time and always thought unusually enlightened and honest as

  politicians go—well, he was nearly murdered and a few of his friends actually were, very nastily. But Kaggwa himself escaped somehow and he’s in hiding somewhere; most people think out

  of the country, perhaps in Kenya. And the new president, put in by the army, is a man called Harvey Mukasa, who’s fairly all right in himself, but his tribe’s unpopular in the Tondolo

  region, where they’re mostly still loyal to Kaggwa and might take it into their heads to hit back. So Mukasa’s very frightened and practically never appears in public and simply does

  what the army tells him. The whites in the country haven’t been much affected, although of course there’s always a tendency to make us the scapegoats when there’s any kind of

  trouble. The High Commissioner came in for a certain amount of abuse about nothing in particular, but seems to have ridden the storm, and there were a few random arrests and a journalist or two got

  kicked out of the country, but that’s about all.”




  “I imagine if you were at all worried about any of it yourself, you wouldn’t be sending Jean there,” Helena said.




  “Of course not. It’s just that I shouldn’t like to think you might have gone off without knowing all about it yourself.”




  “I don’t think it sounds very frightening.”




  “Good. Then I think we ought to arrange that you and Jean should meet, because—well, she isn’t . . .” He hesitated over the choice of just the right word to describe his

  daughter. “I don’t think she’s really a difficult child, you know. Anyway, I don’t find her so. We understand each other pretty well. But I’m afraid

  she’s a distinctly intolerant one. She likes you or she doesn’t, and whichever it is, she isn’t to be moved. I don’t know where she gets it from—certainly not from me,

  because I find it quite difficult to make up my mind whether or not I really like people I’ve known half my life.”




  “Well, when shall we meet, Jean and I?” Helena asked.




  “Saturday?” he suggested. “She won’t have to go to school and Marcia’ll be home this weekend. Perhaps we could all go to the zoo, if you don’t dislike the

  idea. Jean’s got a passion for animals, so it might help to create a favourable atmosphere.”




  “It sounds as if she’s got you scared stiff,” Helena said with a laugh.




  “No, no, not at all. I told you, we understand each other pretty well.” Then he laughed too. “All right, she has, but so have most people, and if I let her have her own way

  rather more than I should, it’s because I think childhood’s such a miserable period of one’s life, even at the best of times.”




  “Was your own childhood miserable then?”




  “Uns-p-peakable.” His slight stammer came back as he said it.




  “Then it seems odd, if you don’t mind my saying so, that you’re sending your daughter to the parents who made you so miserable,” Helena said.




  “Oh, good lord, it wasn’t their fault,” he said quickly. “I was always happy at home. But living out there, my brother and I had to be sent here to school in

  England, and God, how I hated that school! I was bored and cold and uncomfortable for six years and didn’t learn anything. It’s difficult for a child too, trying to live in two quite

  unrelated worlds. But my parents are the very nicest people imaginable. You’ll like them immensely. I know I can absolutely count on that.”




  “Saturday, then,” she said.




  “Shall we call for you about two o’clock?” he suggested. “Then we can have tea in the zoo when we’ve been round the animals. Jean will enjoy that.”




  Helena agreed and he left. His second glass of sherry was only half-drunk. She wondered if she ought to have offered him something stronger.




  But later she discovered that he was one of those people who never finish up anything. In the tea-room at the zoo his second cup of tea, his second scone were left after he had taken only a

  mouthful or two of each of them. He seemed to forget that Helena was there. His wife, after all, had not come. She had been detained in Nottingham over the weekend, he said, and all his attention

  was focused on his daughter. His eyes never left her and they were so bright with affection, his responses to everything she did were so quick and understanding, his sharing of her pleasure in

  elephants and camels, zebras and chimpanzees, was so simple and unforced that something in Helena was stirred curiously deeply. Her own father had never taken much interest in her. His passions

  were music, mathematics and golf and she did not happen to be talented at any one of them.




  It had been just as they were about to go to the tea-room that Denis Forrest had suddenly asked her, “Miss Sebright, just why are you leaving the job you’re in?”




  It was almost the first question that he had asked her about herself. Till then he had appeared simply to take her at Cleo’s valuation.




  She did not want much to go into details. “I’ve been in it too long,” she said.




  “And that’s the only reason?”




  “Well, my old boss died and I don’t much care for my new one.”




  “It isn’t because you want to leave the country altogether?”




  “I hadn’t thought of it. No, I don’t think so.”




  “Suppose you were offered some job while you were out there, would you feel inclined to take it?”




  “I suppose it would depend on the job. But—no, that simply hadn’t occurred to me.”




  “You see, we want our child brought home to us,” he said. “We don’t want to have to go and fetch her ourselves. Marcia and I are both pretty busy people.”




  “Then of course I’ll bring her back, if that’s part of the deal.”




  “Even if the job you were offered had great attractions—was well-paid, interesting—and you found yourself rather falling in love with the country? People do, you know, when

  they first get there.”




  “If it’s part of the deal that I’m to bring Jean back, then I’ll bring her back,” said Helena.




  “Good.” He gave his warm, bright smile. “Of course, I knew we could rely on you, but I promised Marcia, when she rang up yesterday to say she couldn’t come to-day, that

  I’d ask you those particular questions.”




  His eyes returned to entranced contemplation of his daughter.




  Just then she was communing silently with a singularly hideous mandril. She had almost ignored Helena all the afternoon. But she had ignored her father too and a good many of the animals. She

  had particular friends among them and visited them in turn and gazed at them with an air of admiration and respect that was tinged with wistfulness, as if she knew that the day would never come

  when they would accept her as an equal. She was a small, sturdy child, with shaggy dark hair and a square, blunt-featured face which was quite attractive when her interest was aroused, yet had a

  disturbing, unchildlike quality about it. She could hardly have been less like her father.




  The next morning Denis Forrest rang Helena up to tell her that Jean had liked her enormously.




  “Did she?” Helena said. “She didn’t show it much.”




  “She never does. But she wouldn’t have said it if she didn’t meant it. She doesn’t do that either. So you’ll go, won’t you? It’s settled?”




  “Yes—oh yes! And—thank you so much—it’s so very good of you!” Suddenly all the excitement that Helena had been trying to keep in check in case the whole thing

  fell through came bursting out of her. “I’m looking forward to it so much. It’s so good of you to pick on me.”




  As if her little explosion embarrassed him, he began to stammer again. “I hope you’ll st-still think so when you get there. I hope you won’t find you’ve t-taken on rather

  more than you’ve bargained for. I ought to warn you, I suppose, Jean’s got one rather awkward habit. She suddenly gets some odd notion into her head and off she goes. The first time it

  was to find the North Pole. God knows what she thought the North Pole was—a sort of painted maypole, I think, stuck into the ground somewhere in North London. Anyway, she packed her pyjamas

  and her teddy-bear into a shoe-box and set off. Luckily she only got as far as the end of the road when her courage failed her. A neighbour described it to us. She gave a shriek and dropped the

  shoe-box and came running home.”




  “How old was she then?” Helena asked.




  “Only four. But she’s done the same sort of thing once or twice since then, rather more successfully. Once we were so frantic we had the police out looking for her and they found her

  riding round and round London on the Underground. And it’s nothing for her to slip off by herself to feed the pigeons in Trafalgar Square.”




  “So part of my job is to be a watch-dog.”




  “Well, sort of. But I’m sure she won’t give you any real trouble. She only does that sort of thing when she’s bored or unhappy, and that couldn’t possibly happen in

  Tondolo. Now about arrangements. You’ve got a passport, I expect, but you’ll need an entry permit and smallpox vaccination and inoculation against yellow fever. . . .”




  They went on to discuss the details of the journey.




  And now it was almost over. . . .




  Waking abruptly from a short, uneasy sleep, Helena was aware of strange coloured lights and a roaring in her ears. She did not understand what was happening. She could not remember where she was

  and suddenly she was cold with fear. But almost at once this feeling faded, for the roaring was only the steady drone of a VC10, flying at forty thousand feet above the earth, and the lights were

  the dawn. There was a broad band of flame along the horizon where the froth of cloud below the plane ended, and above that a shimmering of pale yellow that merged into green, and above that blue,

  which grew brighter and richer with every moment, while over everything there was a veil of pale lavender shadow, the last faint trace of the darkness.




  A moment later the veil was twitched aside and vanished. Everything was ablaze. Helena wriggled in her narrow seat, massaged her neck, which was stiff from the awkwardness of the position in

  which she had fallen asleep, and combed her fingers through her short, fair hair. Yawning, she groped with her toes for the shoes that she had kicked off in the night. Still looking out at the

  dawn, she saw the clouds thin away and from far below a face looking up at her. That was how it struck her. The oldest face in the world, grey, wrinkled, empty of meaning.




  In dreamy astonishment she said to herself, “It’s the Sahara—Africa!”




  She was filled now with excitement, a happy, heady response to the strangeness of being there, looking down at the first desert that she had ever seen in her life. It was no longer a face. There

  was too much of it. It was a sea. Those wrinkles were waves; waves that never moved; still, carven ridges, just as the waves of the real sea seem to be when you look down at them from forty

  thousand feet. Only these waves had no glitter, no blue radiance. They were the colour of death.




  A road, ruled unbelievably straight across that lifeless sea of rock and sand, was itself a reminder of death. For of course it was a military road, built during the war that had been fought

  down there when Helena was an infant in arms. Or perhaps it had been during some other war. Besides being the most notable breeding ground of religions in the world, this desert must be about its

  direst battlefield. One bloody campaign after another had been fought in its vastness. Yet here was Helena, aged twenty-six, in general fairly inexperienced, and, when it came to geography, quite

  shockingly ignorant, gliding smoothly across the great pale expanse with no more discomfort than a slight crick in the neck and a faint feeling that she was missing something.




  But air-travel always gave her the feeling of missing something. It gave too much and too little all at the same time, with the result that, except for occasional moments of drama, like the

  dawn, it was really pretty boring.




  She was already beginning to be bored by the desert, which threatened, she realised, to go on unchangingly for a very long time. Turning away from it, she looked at the child, curled up, sound

  asleep, on the two seats beside her.




  Jean Forrest’s rosy face looked peacefully relaxed above the airline rug with which Helena had covered her in the night. It didn’t seem to worry Jean much, being pushed here and

  there like a piece of furniture that didn’t quite fit in anywhere, that was always just a little bit in the way. Helena felt a pang of pity for her, half-wishing suddenly that she had not got

  herself involved in the Forrests’ affairs. Yet who wouldn’t have jumped at the chance to go to Africa? To Uyowa? To Tondolo? Actually to be paid for going?




  Helena was always inclined to jump at chances, to leap first and look later. And usually a good while later and even then not very carefully. So she had not learnt as much as she might have from

  experience.




  





  Chapter Two




  The desert below had given way to a scrubby sort of vegetation, sparse and brown. From the height at which the plane was flying, Helena could not tell if this consisted of tall

  trees or of little bushes. Then suddenly in the midst of the arid country she saw a rectangle of emerald green. It was a plantation of some sort, with a house in the middle of it. It seemed absurd,

  at that height, to feel gladness at the mere sight of a human habitation, yet for a moment she had an inkling of how a traveller down there in the dust and the heat must feel on coming to such a

  place, receiving reassurance that there was still life on earth.




  A few minutes later life also began to stir in the plane. Stewardesses appeared with breakfast trays. Helena nudged Jean awake.




  She woke completely all at once, like a young animal, and sat up with a swift, eager movement.




  “Are we nearly there?” she asked.




  “It won’t be long now.”




  “Shall I change my dress, then? Only it doesn’t feel very hot yet.” She was wearing a warm yellow woollen pullover and a short tartan skirt.




  “I expect it’ll be hot enough when we get out of the plane,” Helena said. “But let’s have breakfast first, since they’re bringing it, then there’ll

  still be time to wash and change.”




  “All right. I hope it’s a good breakfast. I’m hungry.”




  Fairly continuous hunger, Helena had noticed, was another characteristic that Jean shared with the animal kingdom.




  When breakfast came, she ate with speed and concentration, as she did most things. She gave Helena the feeling of having a tremendous amount of energy stored up in her small, compact body. An

  unusual amount of intelligence too, behind her inexpressive features. But Helena had not had much experience of children. She was the youngest in her own family and had never had to cope with

  younger brothers and sisters, and now, although the elder ones were all married, none of them had yet produced any nieces or nephews for her to practise on.




  She felt rather helpless in her relationship with Jean Forrest. If the child were to assert herself in some unexpected way, she would not have the faintest idea how to cope with it. Almost

  diffidently she said presently, “Perhaps you’d better change now, Jean.”




  “All right.” This was Jean’s good-humoured response to a lot of things that were said to her, which it had been a relief to Helena to discover.




  Pulling their overnight bag out from under the seat, she took out a cotton dress for Jean, and Jean disappeared with it to the toilet. Helena herself did not change. She only took off the jacket

  that she had worn through the night and bundled it into the bag, tied a scarf round her hair and took her sun-glasses out of her handbag.




  She was impatient to arrive now, longing for a bath and hoping that on arrival someone would offer her some stronger coffee than the airline stuff. But of course, in Uyowa they were four hours

  ahead of London. It would be almost lunch-time when the plane landed. She altered her watch.




  At her elbow Jean’s composed voice observed, “I suppose we shan’t actually see an elephant to-day, shall we? Or a giraffe or anything?”




  “You’ll see your grandparents,” Helena said. “I’m sorry they’re only people.”




  “Yes, but it’s true, isn’t it—I shall see lots of animals? Daddy promised.” Jean’s eyes, those of the utterly single-minded, gazed deeply into

  Helena’s.




  The look made Helena wonder suddenly how often this child had been promised things that had never materialised, how much disappointment was a normal part of her life. But how could you help

  failing someone so dedicated? At that moment it struck Helena that for almost the first time in her life, she was responsible for another person, and, as it happened, not an ordinary person. All

  that desperate earnestness in Jean, which at present was directed towards elephants and giraffes, what might it not be in ten years’ time? In twenty? If things went as they should with her,

  what might she not become? And for the present it was Helena’s responsibility to see that things did go as they should.




  The plane was going down steeply now. Seat belts had been fastened. Red roofs showed among green trees and a few minutes later the wheels of the plane bounced on the runway at Igambo, the

  airport for Tondolo. Helena and Jean emerged into heat and sunlight.




  A slender young woman waiting at the foot of the steps asked them, “Do you require transport?”




  She had skin the colour of bitter chocolate, a pale khaki cotton dress and a perky little leopard skin cap on her kinky black hair.




  “Thank you, I think we’re being met,” Helena answered.




  She and Jean walked towards the airport buildings.




  The heat seemed to be coming up at them out of the ground. It could hardly be coming from a sky so softly, remotely blue, on which the few great motionless clouds looked like massive groups of

  sculpture. Clustered behind some railings a group of Indian women were waiting to meet someone who had arrived on the plane. The vivid colours of their saris made it look as if the railings were

  garlanded with brilliant flowers. Jean’s hand slid into Helena’s and held it rather tightly. Their passports were examined by a short, portly man in an open-necked white shirt and dark

  trousers. He wished them a pleasant holiday in Uyowa, then another man looked at their suitcases and chalked them without asking them to open them. Helena looked round, hoping that she had been

  right that someone would be there to meet them.




  But instantly she became interested in the unfamiliarity of the scene around her, imposed, as it was, on the international uniformity of airports; unfamiliarity which came from dark faces and

  unknown languages, mingling with the ubiquitous English. The thin, angular African men, almost all dressed in white shirts and narrow black trousers, were as quiet in their movements as shadows.

  The plumper Indians, mostly in large family groups, exclaimed noisily and greeted and embraced one another demonstratively. The few whites looked flustered and impatient and too hot. And somehow,

  in spite of everything, uniformity won. Airports are basically the same everywhere. Helena saw that she would have to wait until she was clear of coffee lounges and bars and information desks and

  the incomprehensible sounds that came bellowing out of the loudspeakers before she could begin to take in the fact that she was in Africa.




  A white man in shorts and an open-necked shirt came thrusting through the crowd towards her and Jean and said, “Miss Sebright? I’m Paul Forrest.”




  He did not look flustered or impatient or too hot, but completely accustomed to his surroundings and at the same time detached from them; also, so like Jean that it had hardly been necessary for

  him to introduce himself. He had her square, blunt-featured face, her rough dark hair, her sturdy build. Until then Helena had assumed that Jean, being so unlike her father, must resemble her

  mother, but now it seemed plain that it was she who was a typical Forrest and Denis who had diverged from the family pattern.




  Paul Forrest was of medium height, lightly built but with broad, muscular shoulders and a neat, poised energy in his movements. He had a fairly pleasant, if cool, smile and an unusually direct

  gaze. It was odd, therefore, that Helena’s first impression of him was that he was hostile to her. For some reason, she felt, he had decided on sight, or perhaps even before that, that he had

  no use for her. He gave her the sense that he regarded her rather like a piece of luggage that he had been sent to collect and which he knew would be full of utterly unwanted things. But there was

  not much more enthusiasm in his expression when he turned to Jean.




  She held out her hand to him and said cautiously, “How do you do?”




  “How do you do?” he responded, almost as cautiously. They were so alike in their noncommittal appraisal of one another that it was almost comic.
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