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  Author’s Note




  Few people nowadays will remember the Mau Mau terrorist rising in Kenya, and millions more will never even have heard of it. But it was an unpleasant business while it lasted.

  I happened to be in Kenya towards the end of that period, because my husband’s regiment had been sent there to deal with ‘The Emergency’ – which was the white

  settlers’ name for it. And despite some hair-raising moments, I can truthfully say that I enjoyed practically every minute of my stay in that marvellous and exciting country.




  The idea for this story came into my mind one evening when I was standing on our verandah in the dusk, and I heard birds calling down in the papyrus swamp that fringed the shores of Lake

  Naivasha. But the book itself, originally published under the prophetic title Later Than You Think, did not take shape until after we had left Kenya. Em’s house, Flamingo, is an

  amalgam of several houses built by early settlers in the Rift or on the Kinangop, but I chose to site it on the same spot as the one we ourselves lived in. The opinions voiced by my characters were

  taken from life and at first hand. For though the Wind of Change was rising fast, very few of the Kenya-born settlers would believe that it could possibly blow strongly enough to uproot them from a

  country that every single one of them looked upon, and loved, as a ‘Land where my fathers died. Land of the pilgrim’s pride ...’




  









  Chapter 1




  A flock of pelicans, their white wings dyed apricot by the setting sun, sailed low over the acacia trees of the garden with a sound like tearing silk, and the sudden swish of

  their passing sent Alice’s heart into her throat and dried her mouth with panic. The shadows of the stately birds flicked across her and were gone, and she leaned weakly against the gate in

  the plumbago hedge and fought for control.




  It was absurd and childish to allow herself to become so hag-ridden by fear that the mere passing of a flight of birds could set her flinching and cowering. But she could not help herself. She

  had fought fear for too long, and now at last she had reached the limits of endurance. She would have to leave Kenya: she and Eden. Surely he would see that she could not stand any more. For now,

  in addition to her fear of the country there was her terror of the house.




  Alice had always been afraid of Kenya. It seemed to her a savage and uncivilized land full of brooding menace, in which only Em’s luxurious house had provided a narrow oasis of safety and

  comfort. But now there was no longer any safety anywhere, for strange things had been happening in the house of late. Inexplicable, malicious, frightening things . . .




  It was the cat, declared Zacharia, the old grey-headed Kikuyu who had served Em for almost forty years, explaining away the first appearance of the invisible vandal who had taken to haunting the

  house. Who else could have thrown down the K’ang Hsi vase from the top of the cabinet where it had stood for so many years? There had been no wind. As for the bottle of red ink that had

  rolled, unstoppered, across the carpet upon which the Memsahib set such store, there had been a bird in the room – see, here was a feather! Pusser must have pursued it, and in doing so

  knocked over both ink bottle and vase.




  But Em had not believed it. She had stormed and raged and questioned the African servants, but to no avail. And later, when other things were broken or defaced, Zacharia had made no further

  mention of Pusser. He and the other house servants had gone about their duties with scared faces and starting, frightened eyes, and Em, too, had said nothing more. She had only become quieter

  – and looked grim and grey and very old.




  Lady Emily DeBrett – Em DeBrett of Flamingo – had come to Kenya as a bride in the Colony’s early days, and she and her husband, Gerald, had been among the first white

  settlers in the Rift Valley.




  Gerald had never looked upon Kenya as anything more than a Tom Tiddlers Ground. But the seventeen-year-old Emily had taken one look at the great golden valley with its cold craters and savage

  lava falls, its lily-strewn lakes and its vast herds of game, and had fallen in love with it as some women fall in love with a man.




  Gerald had staked out a claim on the shores of Lake Naivasha: acres and acres of virgin land on which he intended to raise sheep and cattle, and grow sisal and maize and lucerne. And on a rising

  slope of ground, overlooking the lake, he had built a crude mud and wattle hut that had in time given place to a small stone-built house; square, ugly and unpretentious. Em had named the farm

  ‘Flamingo’ because a flight of those fantastic rose-coloured birds had flown across it on that first evening; and Flamingo it had remained.




  Kendall, Em’s son, had been born in the mud and wattle house and christened in the small stone building that had replaced it. There had been no other children, for when Kendall was three

  years old his father had been killed by a fall from his horse. But Flamingo had already begun to justify all Gerald’s hopes, and Em had refused to go home. ‘This is my

  home,’ she had said, ‘and I will never leave it.’




  The estate had prospered, and she had pulled down the ugly stone house that Gerald had built, and raised in its stead a huge, sprawling single-storeyed house to her own design. A thatch-roofed

  house with wide verandahs and spacious rooms panelled in undressed cedar wood, that defied all architectural rules and yet blended with the wild beauty of the Rift Valley as though it had always

  been a part of it; and Em loved it as she had never loved Gerald or her son Kendall.




  She had been a remarkably pretty woman, and she was barely twenty when her husband died; but she did not marry again. Partly because her absorption in the affairs of her estate left her little

  time for other interests, and partly because hard and unremitting toil soon dispelled that pink-and-white prettiness. She wore, from choice, trousers and shirt and a man’s double-terai hat,

  and as her abundant hair was too much trouble to keep in order, she cropped it short. At thirty she might have been forty-five or fifty, and from forty onwards, though she became increasingly

  bulky, she was merely an elderly and eccentric woman whose age it would have been impossible to guess.




  Kendall was sent home to Eton, and from there to Oxford. And it was from Oxford, on his twenty-second birthday, that he sent a cable telling of his marriage to pretty Clarissa Brook.




  Clarissa had proved to be a girl after Em’s own heart, and as Mr Rycett, Em’s manager, had retired that year, Kendall had stepped into his place, and he and Clarissa had moved into

  the manager’s house; a pleasant stone-built bungalow in the grounds of Flamingo, barely six hundred yards from the main house, and hidden from it by a grove of acacias and a plumbago

  hedge. But Eden DeBrett, Em’s first grandson, was born at Flamingo.




  Em had insisted on that. ‘He must be born in this house. It will be his one day.’ And looking at the baby she had thought with pride: I have founded a dynasty. A Kenya dynasty! A

  hundred years from now – two hundred – there will be DeBretts living in this house and farming this land when Kenya is no longer a raw new Colony, but a great and prosperous country . .

  .




  She was as impatient for grandsons as though Flamingo had been a kingdom and the DeBretts a royal house whose succession must be assured.




  But there were to be no more grandsons for Em. As there had been no more sons. Kendall and Clarissa had died in a car accident, and there was only Eden. Little Eden DeBrett who was such a

  beautiful child, and whom his grandmother spoiled and adored and loved only one degree less than she loved the land of her adoption.




  After Kendall’s death there had been another manager, Gus Abbott, who had lived in the bungalow beyond the plumbago hedge for over twenty years, and died in a Mau Mau raid on

  Flamingo in the first months of the Emergency. His place had been taken by a younger man, Mr Gilbraith Markham, and it was Mr Markham’s wife Lisa whom Alice had come in search of on

  this quiet evening: poor, pretty, discontented Lisa, who loved cities and cinemas and gaiety, and who had been so bored by life at Flamingo – until the day when she had had the

  misfortune to fall in love with Eden DeBrett.




  Alice pushed open the gate in the plumbago hedge and walked on down the dusty path that wound between clumps of bamboos and flowering shrubs, thinking of Lisa. Of Lisa and Eden . . .




  It isn’t his fault, thought Eden’s wife loyally. It’s because he’s too good-looking. And just because women throw themselves at his head, and lose their own and make

  fools of themselves over him, it doesn’t mean that he— She stopped suddenly, with a grimace of distaste. But it was a sound, and not her thoughts that had checked her.




  The path had come out on the edge of a wide lawn in front of a green and white bungalow flanked by towering acacia trees, and someone inside the bungalow was playing the piano. Gilly, of

  course.




  Gilly Markham was not a conspicuous success as a farm manager, and many people in the Rift Valley had attributed his appointment to his musical rather than his managerial abilities. For it was

  an unexpected facet of Lady Emily DeBrett’s character that she was intensely and passionately musical, and there was probably some truth in the rumour that she had permitted Gilly

  Markham’s musical talent to influence her judgement when Gus Abbott’s death necessitated the appointment of a new manager at Flamingo.




  But it was not Gilly’s technique that had checked Alice and produced that grimace of distaste. It was the music itself. The Rift Concerto. As if it wasn’t enough to hear Em playing

  it day after day! And now Gilly too——!




  It had been an Italian prisoner-of-war who had written the Rift Valley Concerto. Guido Toroni. He had been sent to work at Flamingo, and Em had discovered by chance that he had once been

  a concert pianist. He had composed the concerto on Em’s Bechstein grand, and later, when the war was over, he had gone to America where he had made a name for himself. There he had also made

  a single long-playing record of the concerto especially for Em, to whom he had sent it as a thank-offering and a memento. Em had been inordinately pleased, and had allowed no one to handle it

  except herself; but just two weeks previously it had been found smashed into a dozen pieces.




  It could not possibly have been an accident. It had been a deliberate and ugly piece of spite that had frightened Alice and infuriated Em. But that had not been the worst of it, for Em had taken

  to playing the concerto from memory: ‘so that I shall not forget it’. She had played it again and again during the last two weeks, until the wild, haunting cadences had plucked at

  Alice’s taut nerves and worn them ragged. And now Gilly too was playing it. Playing it as Em played it, with passion and fury. But with a skill and magic that Em’s gnarled, spatulate

  fingers, for all their love, did not possess.




  Alice pushed between the canna lilies and ran across the lawn and up the stone steps that led on to the verandah. The door into the drawing-room stood open, and entering without ceremony she

  leant across Gilly’s shoulder and thrust his hands off the keyboard in an ugly crash of sound.




  Gilly spun round on the piano stool and stared at her contorted face.




  ‘God! you startled me! What’s up? You look all to pieces.’ He rose hurriedly. ‘Nothing the matter, is there?’




  ‘No. No, nothing.’ Alice groped behind her and catching at the arm of a chair, sat down rather suddenly. Her breathing steadied, and a little colour crept back into her pale cheeks.

  ‘I’m sorry, Gilly. My nerves are on edge. It was only that tune. Em’s been playing it and playing it until I can’t endure the sound of it.’




  ‘She has, has she?’ said Gilly, mixing a stiff whisky and soda and handing it to Alice.




  He poured out a second and larger one for himself, omitting the soda, and gulped it down: ‘Then I’m not surprised your nerves are in ribbons. She’s a bloody bad pianist. She

  takes that third movement as though she were an elephant charging an express train.’




  He sat down again at the piano as though to illustrate, and Alice said in a taut voice: ‘Gilly, if you play that again I shall scream. I mean it!’




  Gilly dropped his hands and regarded her with some concern. ‘I say, you are in a bad way! Have another drink?’




  ‘I haven’t started on this one yet,’ said Alice with an attempt at a laugh. ‘Oh, it isn’t that. It’s – well that record being broken. You heard about

  that, didn’t you?’




  ‘You mean the poltergeist? Of course I did.’




  ‘It isn’t a poltergeist! Don’t say things like that! It must be someone – a person. But Em swears by all her servants. She’s had them for years and

  they’re nearly all second-generation Flamingo servants. Or even third! She won’t believe that it is one of them. But it’s worrying her badly. I know it is.’




  Gilly poured himself out another three fingers of whisky, and subsiding on to the sofa, sipped it moodily. He was a thin, untidy-looking man in the middle thirties with a pallid, discontented

  face and pale blue eyes that had a habit of sliding away from a direct look. His shock of fair hair was perpetually in need of cutting, and he wore a sweat-stained open-necked shirt, grubby khaki

  trousers and a sagging belt that supported a revolver in a well-worn holster. Altogether an incongruous figure in Lisa’s over-decorated drawing-room. As incongruous as Alice DeBrett with her

  neat dark head, her neat dark expensive linen suit, her impeccable shoes and flawless pearls, and her pale, strained, Madonna face that was innocent of all but the barest trace of make-up.




  ‘Won’t do Em any harm to worry,’ said Gilly, sipping whisky. ‘Told her years ago she should throw out all her Kukes. Everyone’s told her! But Em’s always

  fancied she knew better than anyone else. “Treat ’em right and they’ll be loyal.” Bah! There’s no such thing as a loyal Kuke. We’ve all learned that

  – the hard way!’




  Alice said uncertainly: ‘But she’s fond of her Kikuyu servants, Gilly. And they did stay with her all through the Emergency, and now that it’s over——’




  ‘Who said it was over?’ demanded Gilly. ‘Over, my foot! What about this latest caper – the Kiama Kia Muingi? A rose by any other name, that’s what! Secret

  ceremonies, extortion, intimidation – same old filthy familiar ingredients simmering away again and ready to boil over at the drop of a hat. And yet there are scores of little optimists

  running round in circles saying that it’s all over! Don’t let ’em fool you!’




  He reached behind him, and groping for the bottle of whisky refilled his glass, slopping the liquid on to the rose-patterned chintz of the sofa in the process. ‘Who’s to say how many

  Mau Mau are still on the run in the forests, or Nairobi, or the Rift? Why, they haven’t even caught “General Africa” yet – and they say it’s over! Y’know –

  ’ Gilly’s words were slurring together – ‘y’know Hector Brandon? Course you do! Well, Hector’s been doin’ a lot of interrogation of M.M. old lags, and he

  says one of ’em told him that there are still a gang of hard-core terrorists hidin’ out in the marula – the papyrus swamp. Bein’ fed by the African labour of the

  farms along the lake. And Greg Gilbert says he believes General Africa is still employed by a settler. Why, it might be any of Em’s Kukes! Who’s to tell? Nice quiet house boy or cook or

  cattleherd by day – Gen’l Africa in a lion skin hat at night. Might even be one of Hector’s. In fact, only too likely if you ask me!’




  ‘Oh no, Gilly! Why everyone knows that the Mau Mau swore they’d get Hector because of his intelligence work. Yet they never did, and if General Africa had been one of his own men it

  would have been too easy.’




  ‘Maybe,’ said Gilly sceptically. ‘But I’ll tell you something that “everyone” doesn’t know! And that is that once upon a time Drew Stratton’s lot

  nearly got the “General” – he walked into one of their ambushes with five of his men, and though he managed to get away, he left something behind him: a hunting knife. It had been

  in a sort of holster at his belt, and by some infernal fluke a bullet chipped it off as clean as a whistle without harming him. But it was the next best thing to getting the man himself, because it

  had a set of his finger prints on it. The only clue to his identity the Security Forces had ever got their hands on. And what happened to them? Well, I’ll tell you. Hector carefully cleaned

  ’em off! It’s always been my belief that he recognized the knife, and that he wasn’t taking any chances of one of his darling boys being accused. “Honour of the

  House”, an’ all that.’




  ‘Gilly, no!’ protested Alice. ‘You shouldn’t say things like that! It must have been a mistake – an accident.’




  ‘That’s what he said. Said he thought it belonged to Greg, and merely picked it up off Greg’s desk to doodle with. Greg nearly hit the ceiling. It’s no use, Alice.

  You just don’t understand what some of these old Kenya hands are capable of; or how their own little patch of land can end by becoming the centre of the universe to them, just because they

  made it out of nothing by the sweat of their brow, and starved for it and gave up their youth for it, and sacrificed comfort and safety and civilization and a lot of other trivial little things for

  it. Brandonmead is Hector’s pride. No – I’m wrong. Ken’s his pride. Brandonmead’s his life; and he’s always sworn by all his African labour.

  “Loyal to the core” and all that sort of stuff. It would have damned near killed him if it had turned out that one of his precious Kukes was a star Mau Mau thug. I believe he’d

  have done almost anything to cover it up, and salved his conscience by thinking he could deal with it himself. They’re great ones for taking the law into their own hands out here.

  Haven’t you noticed that yet?’




  Alice said uncomfortably: ‘But Em says——’




  ‘Em!’ interrupted Gilly rudely. ‘Em’s as bad as any of them. Worse! It was silly old bitches like her who caused half the trouble. “My Kukes are loyal. I’ll

  stake my life on it.” So they lose – Bah! You’re not going, are you?’




  Alice had put down her half finished glass and stood up. She said coldly: ‘I’m afraid I must. I only came over with a message for Lisa, but if she’s out perhaps you’d

  give it to her.’




  ‘She isn’t out. She’s only gone down to the shamba with the Brandons and Drew Stratton. Here, don’t go! Have the other half of that. I didn’t mean to get your goat.

  I know how you feel about Em. You’re fond of the old battle-axe. Well, so am I – when she isn’t tearing a strip off me! So’s all Kenya. Protected Monument –

  that’s Em! Apologize, if I hurt your feelings.’




  That’s all right, Gilly,’ said Alice hurriedly. ‘But I don’t think I’ll wait, all the same. It’s getting late. And if Lisa has guests——’




  There was an unexpected trace of embarrassment in her quiet voice, and Gilly’s shrewd, pale eyes regarded her with observant interest. He said: ‘Ken’s not with them, if

  that’s what’s worrying you.’




  His laugh held a trace of malice as he saw the colour rise in Alice DeBrett’s pale cheeks. ‘There’s no need for you to blush like that, Alice. We all know that you’ve

  done your best to snub the poor boy. That is, all except Mabel. But you can’t expect Mabel to believe that every woman isn’t crazy about her darling son. He’s her blind spot.

  Funny about Ken: I wouldn’t have thought you were his type at all.’




  ‘I’m not,’ said Alice with a trace of a snap. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Gilly. I’m old enough to be his mother!’




  ‘Here! Give yourself a chance! You can’t be much more than thirty-five!’




  ‘I’m twenty-seven,’ said Alice slowly. ‘And Ken isn’t twenty yet.’




  ‘Oh well,’ said Gilly, dismissing it, and unaware of the blow that he had dealt her. ‘Chaps always fall in love with someone older than themselves to start with, and they

  always fall hard. He’ll get over it. Hector ought to send him away. God, I only wish I could get the hell out of this Valley! Did you know that Jerry Coles is going to retire soon? You

  know – the chap who manages the DeBrett property out at Rumuruti. That’s the job I’m after. But Em’s being damned obstinate. Suit me down to the ground. Nice home, good pay

  and perks – and no Em looking over my shoulder the entire time, carping and criticizing. Heaven!’




  Alice smiled a little wanly and said: ‘Wouldn’t you find it rather lonely? I shouldn’t have thought Lisa would like living so far away.’




  Gilly scowled, and his pale eyes were suddenly brooding and sombre. He said: ‘That’s another reason. It’s far away. Over a hundred dusty, uncomfortable, glorious miles away.

  Far enough, perhaps, to keep her from making an infernal fool of herself over——’




  Alice did not let him finish. She walked towards the door, her face white and pinched, and spoke over-loudly, as though to drown out words that she did not wish to hear: ‘I really must go.

  It’s getting late and I ought to get back. Will you tell Lisa that——’




  Gilly said: ‘You can tell her yourself. Here they are now.’




  There were footsteps and voices in the verandah, and a moment later Gilly’s wife and her guests were in the room. The Brandons, whose property touched the western borders of

  Flamingo and who were such a strangely assorted pair – small, soft-voiced Mabel with her kind, charming face and grey curls, and her choleric husband, Hector, who lived up to his name

  and was large, loud-voiced and ruddy-featured. Drew Stratton, whose farm lay five miles further along the shores of the lake. And Lisa herself, her bright brown hair bound by a satin ribbon and her

  wide-skirted dress patterned with roses.




  Gilly rose unsteadily and dispensed drinks, and Lisa said: ‘Why, hullo, Alice! Nice to see you.’




  Her violet eyes slid past Alice with a quick eager look that turned to disappointment, and was neither lost nor misinterpreted by Eden’s wife.




  Lisa and Eden – ! thought Alice. She pushed away the thought as though it had been a tangible thing and said a little stiffly: ‘I only came over with a message from Em. She said that

  you’d asked for a lift next time she went into Nairobi, and to tell you that she’d be going in on Thursday to fetch her niece from the airport.’




  ‘Great-niece, surely?’ corrected Lisa.




  ‘No,’ said Mrs Brandon in her gentle voice. ‘It’s her sister’s child. Good evening, Alice.’ She dropped her knitting bag on the sofa and sat down beside it.

  ‘Lady Helen was Em’s half-sister, and a good deal younger than her. She came out to stay with Em during the first world war, and married Jack Caryll who used to own the Lumley place on

  the Kinangop: Victoria, the daughter, was born out here. I remember her quite well – a thin little girl who used to ride a zebra that Jack tamed for her. He was killed by a rhino while he was

  out shooting, and his wife took a dislike to the whole country in consequence. She sold the farm to the Lumleys, and went back to England; and now she’s died. It’s strange to think that

  she must have been about twenty years younger than Em, and yet Em’s still so strong. But I am surprised that Em should have decided to bring Victoria out here. It seems rather an odd thing to

  do in – in the circumstances.’




  For a moment her soft voice held a trace of embarrassment, and Alice’s slight figure stiffened. She said coldly: ‘Lady Emily feels that it is time she had someone to take over the

  secretarial work and help with the milk records. She has always done those herself up to now, but she is getting old, and it tires her.’




  ‘But then she has you,’ said Mrs Brandon. ‘And Eden.’




  ‘I’m afraid I don’t type; and Eden has never been fond of paperwork.’




  ‘Eden,’ said Hector Brandon roundly, ‘is not fond of work in any form! And it’s no use your lookin’ at me like that, Alice! I’ve known your husband since he

  was in short pants, and if you ask me, its a pity his grandmother didn’t dust ’em more often – with a slipper!’




  Mrs Brandon frowned reprovingly at her husband and said pacifically: ‘You mustn’t mind Hector, Alice. He always says what he thinks.’




  ‘And proud of it!’ boomed Hector.




  Why? thought Alice with a spasm of nervous exasperation. Why should anyone consider it an admirable trait to speak their mind when it hurt other people’s feelings? – when it

  was rude and unkind?




  ‘Rugged individualism,’ murmured Mr Stratton absently into his glass.




  He caught Alice’s eye and grinned at her, and some of her defensive hostility left her. Her taut nerves relaxed a little, and she returned the smile, but with a visible effort.




  She liked Drew Stratton. He was one of the very few people with whom she felt entirely at ease. Perhaps because he took people as he found them and did not trouble to interest himself in their

  private affairs. Drew was tall and fair; as fair as Gilly but, unlike Gilly, very brown from the sun that had bleached his hair and brows. His blue eyes were deceptively bland, and if there was any

  rugged individualism in his make-up it did not take the form of blunt outspokenness. Nor did he find it necessary, in the manner of Hector, to dress in ill-fitting and sweat-stained clothes in

  order to emphasize the fact that he worked, and worked hard, in a new and raw land.




  Gilly was talking again; his voice slurred and over loud: ‘Hear some of your cattle were stolen last night, Hector. Serve you right! Y’ought to keep ’em boma’d. Asking

  for trouble, leavin’ ’em loose. It’s men like you who play into the hands of the gangs. If I’ve heard the D.C. tell you that once, I’ve heard him tell you a thousand

  times! Invitation to help themselves – cattle all over the place.’




  Hector’s large red face showed signs of imminent apoplexy, and Mabel Brandon said hurriedly: ‘You know we always kept our cattle close boma’d during the Emergency, Gilly. But

  now that it’s over there didn’t seem to be any sense in it. And anyway, Drew has never boma’d his!’




  ‘Drew happens to employ Masai,’ retorted Gilly. ‘Makes a difference. Makes a hell of a lot of difference! Who owned the Rift before the whites came? The Masai –

  that’s who! And in those days if any Kikuyu had so much as put his nose into it, they’d have speared him! That’s why chaps like Drew were left alone in the Emergency. But more

  than half your labour are Kukes. You’re as bad as Em! Won’t give them up, and won’t hear a word against them.’




  ‘There isn’t one of our Kikuyu who I wouldn’t trust with my life,’ said Mrs Brandon, bristling slightly. ‘Why, they’ve worked for us for twenty years and

  more. Samuel was with us before Ken was born!’




  ‘Then why do you carry a gun in that knitting bag?’ demanded Gilly. ‘Tell me that! Think I don’t know?’




  Mrs Brandon flushed pinkly and looked as dismayed and conscience-stricken as a child who has been discovered in a fault, and Gilly laughed loudly.




  ‘Pipe down, Gil,’ requested Drew mildly. ‘You’re tight.’




  ‘A hit, a very palpable hit. Of course I am!’ admitted Gilly with unexpected candour. ‘Only possible thing to be these days.’




  Drew said softly: ‘What are you afraid of, Gilly?’




  The alcoholic truculence faded from Gilly’s pale, puffy face, leaving it drawn and old beyond his years, and he said in a hoarse whisper that was suddenly and unbelievably shocking in that

  frilled and beruffled room: ‘The same thing that Em is afraid of!’




  He looked round the circle of still faces, his eyes flickering and darting as uneasily as trapped moths, and his voice rose sharply in the brief uncomfortable silence: ‘There’s

  something damned funny going on at Flamingo, and I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all! Know what I think? I think there’s something brewing. Some – some funny

  business.’




  ‘What d’you mean, “funny business”?’ demanded Hector Brandon alertly. ’Em been having trouble with her labour? First I’ve heard of it.’




  ‘No. I could take that. This is something different. Ever watched a thunderstorm coming up against the wind? S’like that! Waiting. I don’t like it. Alice doesn’t like it.

  Em don’t like it either. She’s stubborn as a mule – won’t admit that anything could go wrong at her precious Flamingo. But she’s not been herself of late.

  It’s getting her down.’




  ‘Nonsense, Gilly!’ Hector said firmly. ‘Saw her myself only this morning. Top of her form! You’re imagining things. Only trouble with Em is that she’s getting

  old.’ He allowed Lisa to refill his glass and added reflectively: ‘Truth of the matter is, Em’s never been her old self since Gus Abbott died. She never really got over that. Felt

  she’d murdered him.’




  ‘So she did,’ said Gilly. ‘Murder – manslaughter – slip of the gun. What’s it matter what you call it? She killed him.’




  ‘Gilly, how can you!’ protested Mabel indignantly. ‘You know quite well that it happened in the middle of that dreadful attack. And it was largely Gus’s fault. He

  saw one of the gang going for her with a panga, and jumped at him just as Em fired. She’s never been quite the same since.’




  ‘That’s right,’ said Hector. ‘He’d been her manager since Kendall’s day, and it broke her up. You didn’t know her before – except by reputation.

  But we did. It did something to her. Not so much Gus’s death, but the fact that she’d killed him. The whole thing must have been a pretty ghastly experience all round. She lost a couple

  of her servants that night, murdered by the gang, and two of her dogs were panga’d, and half the huts set on fire. But she shot three of the gang and wounded at least two more, and held off

  the rest until help came. It was a bloody fine show!’




  ‘I grant him bloody – S-Shakespeare!’ said Gilly with a bark of laughter. ‘An’ you’re quite right, Hector. I didn’t know her before.

  Mightn’t have jumped at the job if I had! She’s a difficult woman to work for. Too bloody efficient. That’s her trouble. I don’t like efficient women.’




  He swallowed the contents of his glass at a gulp and Lisa seized the opportunity to return to a topic that was of more interest to her: ‘Tell us about this niece of Em’s, Alice.

  What’s she like? Is she plain or pretty or middle-aged, or what?’




  ‘I’ve never met her,’ said Alice briefly. ‘She must be quite young.’




  Her tone did not encourage comment, but Lisa was impervious to tone. She had, moreover, the misfortune to be in love with Alice’s husband, and was therefore interested, with an avid,

  jealous interest, in any other woman who entered his orbit – with the sole exception of his wife, whom she considered to be a colourless and negligible woman, obviously older than her

  handsome husband and possessing no attractions apart from money. But this new girl – this Victoria Caryll. She would be staying under the same roof as Eden, and be in daily contact with him,

  and she was young and might be pretty . . .




  ‘I can’t think why, if Em wanted a secretary, she couldn’t have got a part-time one from among the local girls,’ said Lisa discontentedly. ‘Heaven knows there are

  enough of them, and some of them must be able to type.’




  ‘Secretary, nuts!’ said Gilly, weaving unsteadily across to the table that held the drinks, and refilling his glass. ‘If you ask me, she’s getting this girl out with the

  idea of handing over half the property to her one day. Dividing it up between her and Eden. After all, they’re the only two blood-relations she’s got. And there must be plenty to leave.

  Bags of loot – even if it’s split fifty-fifty. Bet you Hector’s right! Come to think of it, can’t see why else she sh’d suddenly want to bring the girl out in such a

  hurry. Or why the girl was willing to come! Bet you it’s that!’




  ‘Perhaps,’ said Mabel Brandon thoughtfully. ‘But it’s more likely to be what Alice says. Em’s getting old, and when you’re old there are times when you

  suddenly feel that the years are running out too quickly, and you begin to count them like a miser and to realize that you can’t go on putting things off like you used to do – you must

  do them now, or you may not do them at all, because soon it may be too late.’




  ‘For goodness sake, Mabel!’ said Lisa with a nervous laugh. ‘Anyone would think you were an old woman!’




  ‘I’m not a young one,’ said Mabel with a rueful smile. ‘It’s later than you think.’




  ‘Don’t!’ said Alice with a shiver. The unexpected sharpness of her normally quiet voice evidently surprised her as much as it surprised Mabel Brandon, for she flushed

  painfully and said with a trace of confusion: ‘I’m sorry. It’s just that I’ve always hated that phrase. It was carved on a sundial that we had in the garden at home, and it

  always frightened me. I don’t know why. I – I suppose it was the idea that everything would end sooner than you expected it to. The day – parties – fun – the years.

  Life! I used to make excuses not to go near the sundial. Silly, isn’t it?’




  ‘No!’ said Gilly, harshly and abruptly. ‘Do it myself. Make excuses to keep away from Flamingo. Same thing. Something that frightens me, but I don’t know what.

  Don’t mind a poltergeist that breaks things, but when it begins on creatures, that’s different. That’s – that’s damnable. Working up to something. A sighting shot.

  Makes you wonder where it will end. What it’s got its eye on . . .’




  His voice died out on a whisper and Mabel surveyed him with disapproval and said with unaccustomed severity: ‘Really Gilly, you are talking a great deal of nonsense this evening. And

  you’re upsetting poor Lisa. What are you hinting at? That Mau Mau isn’t dead yet and that Em’s servants have taken the oath? Well suppose it isn’t and they have?

  There’s hardly a Kikuyu in the country who hasn’t. But it doesn’t mean anything any more. The whole thing has fallen to pieces and the few hard-core terrorists who are still on

  the run are far too busy just keeping alive to plan any more murders. And if it’s the poisoning of that unfortunate ridgeback that’s worrying you, I’m sure there’s nothing

  sinister in that. It cannot be wise to keep dogs like Simba who attack strangers on sight, and I am not really surprised that someone took the law into their own hands. I might almost have felt

  tempted to do it myself, fond as I am of dogs, but——’




  ‘But Simba didn’t like Ken; that’s it, isn’t it?’ said Alice, surprised to find herself so angry.




  Mabel turned towards her, her gentle voice quivering with sudden emotion: ‘That is not kind of you, Alice. We all know that Simba liked you, and of course Em is crazy on the subject of

  dogs. But considering that he once attacked your own husband——’




  ‘Only because Eden was trying to take a book away from me. We were fooling, but Simba thought he was attacking me. He wouldn’t let anyone touch me, and I suppose he thought that

  Ken——’




  She bit the sentence off short, aghast at its implications. But it seemed to remain hanging in the air, its import embarrassingly clear to everyone in the room. As embarrassingly clear as the

  expression upon Mabel Brandon’s stricken face, or Hector’s stony tight-mouthed stare.




  There was a moment of strained and painful silence which was broken by Drew Stratton, who glanced at his wrist watch and rose. He said in a leisurely voice: ‘Afraid I must go, Lisa.

  It’s getting late, and my headlights are not all they should be. Thanks for the drink. Can I drop you off at the house, Mrs DeBrett, or did you drive over?’




  Alice threw him a grateful look. ‘No, I came over by the short cut across the garden. And I really must walk back, because I promised Em I’d get some of the Mardan roses for the

  dining-room table.’




  Drew said: ‘Then I’ll see you on your way. Eden shouldn’t let you wander about alone of an evening.’




  ‘Oh, it’s safe enough now. Good night, Lisa. Shall I tell Em you’ll go in with her on Thursday?’




  ‘Yes, do. I want to get my hair done. I’ll ring up tomorrow and fix an appointment. Drew, if your headlights aren’t working you’d better not be long over seeing Alice

  back.’




  ‘That’s right,’ said Gilly. ‘Remember Alice’s sundial. “It is later than you think!”’




  He laughed again, and the sound of his laughter followed them out into the silent garden.




  









  Chapter 2




  The sun had dipped behind the purple line of the Mau Escarpment, and the lake reflected a handful of rose-pink clouds and a single star that was as yet no more than a ghostly

  point of silver.




  There had been very little rain during the past month, and the path that led between the canna lily beds and bamboos was thick with dust. Mr Stratton slowed his leisurely stride to Alice

  DeBrett’s shorter step, but he did not talk, and Alice was grateful for his silence. There had been too much talk in the Markhams’ drawing-room. Too many things had been said that had

  better have been left unsaid, and too many things had been uncovered that should have been kept decently in hiding. Things that Alice had never previously suspected, or been too preoccupied with

  her own problems to notice.




  Was it, she wondered, the long strain of the Emergency, and the present relaxing of tension and alertness, that had brought these more petty and personal things to the surface and exposed them

  nakedly in Lisa’s pink-and-white drawing-room? Had she, Alice, displayed her own fears and her own feelings as clearly as Lisa and Gilly and the Brandons had done? Had the brief coldness of

  her reply to Lisa’s questions on the subject of Victoria Caryll been as illuminating as Lisa’s own comments?




  ‘Look out,’ said Drew. He caught her arm, jerking her out of her abstraction just in time to prevent her treading full on a brown, moving band, four inches wide, that spanned the

  dusty track. A river of hurrying ants – the wicked safari ants whose bite is unbelievably painful.




  ‘You ought to look where you’re going,’ remarked Mr Stratton mildly. ‘That might have been a snake. And anyway you don’t want a shoe-full of those creatures. They

  bite like the devil.’




  ‘I know,’ said Alice apologetically. ‘I’m afraid I wasn’t looking where I was going.’




  ‘Dangerous thing to do in this country,’ commented Drew. ‘What’s worrying you?’




  Alice would have resented that question from anyone else, and would certainly not have answered it truthfully. But Drew Stratton was notoriously indifferent to gossip and she knew that it was

  kindness and not curiosity that had prompted the query. She turned to look at his brown, clear-cut profile, sharp against the quiet sky, and knew suddenly that she could talk to Drew. She had not

  been able to talk to anyone about Victoria. Not to Eden. Not even to Em, who had said so anxiously: ‘You won’t mind, dear? It’s all over, you know – a long time ago. But she

  shan’t come if you mind.’ She had not been able to confess to Em that she minded. But, strangely, she could admit it to Drew.




  ‘It’s Victoria,’ said Alice. ‘Victoria Caryll. Eden and she – they’ve known each other for a long time. They’re some sort of cousins. Em’s her

  aunt and his grandmother, and he used to spend most of his holidays at her mother’s house when he was home at school – and at Oxford. They – they were engaged to be married. I

  don’t know what went wrong. I asked Eden once, but he – wouldn’t talk about it. And – and her mother died a few months ago, so now she’s coming out here . .

  .’




  Alice made a small, helpless gesture with one hand, and Drew reached out and possessed himself of it. He tucked it companionably through his arm, but made no other comment, and once again Alice

  was conscious of a deep feeling of gratitude and a relief from strain. She could think of no one else who would not have probed and exclaimed, sympathized or uttered bracing platitudes in face of

  that disclosure. But Drew’s silent acceptance of it, and that casual, comforting gesture, had reduced it to its proper proportions. There was really nothing to worry about. It was, in fact, a

  direct dispensation of Providence that Em’s niece should be free to come out to Kenya, for it was going to make it so much easier to break the news to Em that they must leave her. It would

  have been impossible to leave her alone and old and lonely. But now she would have Victoria. And with luck, and in time, she might even grow to be almost as fond of Victoria as she was of Eden, and

  if that should happen perhaps she would leave her not only half of the estate, as Hector Brandon had suggested, but Flamingo, and the property at Rumuruti, whole and entire, so that she,

  Alice, would be free of it for ever, and need never come back to Kenya . . .




  A huge horned owl, grey in the green twilight, rose up from the stump of a fallen tree and swooped silently across their path, and Alice caught her breath in an audible gasp and stopped

  suddenly, her fingers clutching frantically at Drew Stratton’s sleeve.




  ‘It’s all right. It’s only an owl,’ said Drew pacifically.




  ‘It was a death owl!’ said Alice, shuddering. ‘The servants say that if you see one of those it means that someone is going to die. They’re terrified of them!’




  ‘That’s no reason why you should be,’ said Drew reprovingly. ‘You aren’t a witchcraft-ridden Kikuyu.’




  He frowned down at her, perturbed and a little impatient, and putting a hand over the cold fingers that clutched at his arm, held them in a hard and comforting grasp and said abruptly:

  ‘Mrs DeBrett, I know it’s none of my business, but don’t you think it’s time you gave yourself a holiday in England? You can’t have had a very easy time during the

  last five years, but you mustn’t let this country get you down. Why don’t you get Eden to take you home for a few months? It will do you both good, and this niece of Em’s will be

  company for her while you are away.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Alice a little breathlessly. ‘I – we had thought . . .’ Her colour was coming back and she breathed more easily. She stilled the nervous shivering of

  her body with a visible effort and said: ‘I’m sorry, Drew. I’m behaving very stupidly. You’re quite right; I should go home. I’m turning into a jumpy, hysterical

  wreck. Do you know what Gilly said to me this evening? He said, “You can’t be more than thirty-five.” And I’m twenty-seven. Eden’s only twenty-nine. I can’t look

  six or seven years older than Eden, can I?’




  ‘Gilly was tight,’ observed Drew dispassionately.




  He studied her gravely, thinking that Gilly’s estimate of Mrs DeBrett’s age, though ungallant, was understandable. But Drew had seen nerves and shell-shock and sleeplessness before,

  and recognized the symptoms. He said: ‘You look pretty good to me,’ and smiled.




  He possessed a slow and extraordinarily pleasant smile, and Alice found herself returning it. ‘That’s better,’ approved Drew. ‘You look about seventeen when you smile,

  not twenty-seven. You should do it more often. Are you and Eden going to this dance at Nakuru on Saturday?’
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