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CHAPTER ONE


WHERE’S BEN—OH, WHERE IS BEN?





WHEN JOHN AND Mary and Ben came to England to live, their Aunt Mabel thought they were the most dreadfully spoiled children she had ever known.


Perhaps it was true. But if they were spoiled, it was only in the pleasantest kind of way. Their mother and father, Mr and Mrs Mallory, were kind and gentle people and their African nurse, Bella, was plump and cheerful and never too tired or too busy to play with them or tell them stories. By the time John was twelve, Mary eleven, and Ben seven years old, they had never heard anyone speak in an angry voice either to them or to anyone else.


They had lived in Kenya for most of their lives. John and Mary had been born in England but they could remember almost nothing about it, although John sometimes said that he could remember what snow felt like—tingling cold as ice-cream and crunchy under your feet. Mary wondered if he was right. She knew what snow looked like because she could see it, sparkling on the high, white top of Mount Kenya. Their bungalow was built near a river at the foot of the mountain. From the garden they could see the snow-capped peaks, a range of lower, blue-coloured hills and the African village on the ridge immediately above their bungalow, a group of conical-shaped, straw huts that steamed sometimes in the damp weather as if they were on fire.


It was a beautiful place to live. There were very few dangerous snakes and although there were lions and elephants and rhinos they hid deep in the forests higher up the mountains. So John and Mary and Ben were free to play wherever they liked. They ran about half-naked like the African children; Ben, who was dark-haired and dark-skinned was burned almost as black as one. Although they were made to wear shoes so they shouldn’t get jiggers in their toes, no one grumbled when they got dirty or tore their clothes. This was partly because they had servants to mend them, of course, but it was also because their mother and father were sensible as well as kind. Mr Mallory had been brought up in London in a stiff, clean house where, so he said, even the coal had been dusted and he was determined that his children should be allowed to get just as dirty as they wanted to. “Let them play in the mud,” he said. “Let them roll in it, if it makes them happy. Mud’s good for the skin.” He only made one rule. There was a tub of water kept outside the back door in which they had to wash before they came into the house.


They did not go to school because there wasn’t one anywhere near the bungalow. Mrs Mallory taught the two older ones to read and write. She also taught them a little arithmetic but not much, because she had no head for figures.


Ben had no lessons at all. Instead, when the others were busy, he helped his bèst friend Thomas, mind Thomas’s father’s herd of cows. All African children look after their family’s cows until they are old enough to go to school which is not until they are about ten. Thomas was eight and he had about twenty cows to look after. They were thin, boney, good-natured beasts. Thomas spent a lot of his time beating them with sticks and Ben, who was anxious to be as much like his friend as he possibly could, beat them too, but the cows did not seem to mind. They went, uncomplaining, wherever the two boys drove them, usually to a grazing place high above the village. When they found a good place, Thomas and Ben would sit down and eat the maize—or corn-on-the-cob—that Thomas’s mother had given them. It wasn’t boiled, as English people eat it, but roasted and nutty from the fire. They talked to each other in Swahili, not in English. They both wore khaki shirts and torn trousers and from a distance they both looked exactly alike. It was only when she came up close to them that Mrs Mallory could tell the difference. Thomas was darker and shinier than Ben, and his hair was woollier.


If it was difficult for John and Mary to imagine what England was like, it was almost impossible for Ben.


“There are toy shops,” his mother told him. “There is one big toy shop in London called Hamleys, where they sell nothing but toys. Just think of it!”


It didn’t mean much to Ben. Like John and Mary he had very few toys of the kind English children play with. He had a stone called William that he painted faces on and dressed up in bits of his mother’s old dresses and a chameleon called Balthazar, who had a loosely fitting skin like a pair of baggy trousers and two bright, pin-point eyes that swivelled round to watch you when you moved, as if they were on ball-bearings. Balthazar was much better than any toy Ben could imagine, so he wasn’t very interested, even when his mother said, “You’d like to see a toy shop like that, wouldn’t you?”


John and Mary knew why she was talking to Ben like that. Their father worked for the Government on an Agricultural Research station. He had got married when he was quite old and next year, when he retired, they would all have to go back to England to live. John and Mary decided that they were not looking forward to it very much. Everyone said that England was very cold and grey and that it rained there, all the time. But they didn’t think about it very much or very often. They were going to stay in Africa another year, and a year seemed an awfully long time.


*


It rained in Kenya too sometimes, so hard that they had to stay indoors. The rain in Kenya isn’t gentle and drizzly like English rain but more as if some giant, high above the clouds, has suddenly emptied out his bath water.


One day they woke up to find the rain was coming down in torrents. The sky was dark and it was rather cold. There was no sign of the top of Mount Kenya and even the lower hills were hidden in cloud.


“Never mind,” Mr Mallory said, as he got ready to go out, putting on great yellow oilskins like a fisherman, “It’ll clear up soon. By lunchtime, I should think.”


But the rain didn’t clear up by lunchtime. It went on and on. Not only that day but the next and the next. At first the children were fairly philosophical about it and invented new and interesting games to play, but after four days they became bored and cross. They began to quarrel over the slightest thing. One afternoon, Ben upset some water over a painting Mary was doing of a leopard stealing fish. Mary was good at painting and she had taken a lot of trouble over this picture which she was going to give to her mother for her birthday. When the water sloshed over it, smudging the colours, she shouted at Ben and punched him in the chest. They rolled over and over on the floor, scratching and pinching, until Mrs Mallory came in and pulled them apart. She asked them what had happened and they both shouted at her until she put her hands over her ears and waited for them to stop.


Finally, she said, “Ben, you should say you are sorry to Mary. But you didn’t mean to do it, did you? So Mary should say she is sorry too.”


“Sorry,” Mary said, feeling rather ashamed.


But Ben was still cross. He said, “Sorry,” but in a grumpy voice and when his mother had gone he hissed under his breath, “Smelly old fat.” Then he ran out of the room, shouting with laughter.


Mary and John stood at the window and looked out gloomily at the road. It wasn’t a tarmac road, but made of a kind of red earth called murram which is very dusty in hot weather and turns very quickly into mud whenever it rains. Now water was pouring in thick, reddish streams down the middle of this road and the few people who went by, with big, green banana leaves held over their heads instead of umbrellas, were soaking wet and splashed with red mud all up their bare legs.


“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Mr Mallory said, when he came home for lunch. “The road down to Embu is cut. If this goes on there won’t be any food or petrol or anything coming through from the town. I’m going to try and get there with the Land Rover this afternoon to get some supplies—it looks as if we may need them.”


The children cheered up a little. It was rather exciting to think of being marooned, like people on a desert island.


“Can I come?” asked John.


Mr Mallory shook his head. “Not this time, old chap. There won’t be any room in the Land Rover. Besides, the floods are all over the road. It’s not safe.”


“I can swim,” John said indignantly.


“Not in a flood,” Mr Mallory said. “No one can swim in a flood.”


He spoke gravely and firmly and John saw it was no good trying to persuade him. He felt rather disgruntled, though. It would be very exciting, trying to drive through a flooded river. Grown-ups had all the fun—though his father didn’t seem to think it was going to be fun, exactly. He was very quiet all through lunch and Mrs Mallory looked pale and worried.


“Must you go?” she said. Though she was helping Mr Mallory on with his oilskins, Mary thought that she would much rather hang on to him and make him stay.


Mr Mallory put his arm round her and hugged her tight for a moment.


“I’ve got to try,” he said. “Stores are running low. It may be the last chance for weeks.” He looked at John. “You’ll have to look after the family, old chap,” he said, and smiled.


It was a very long afternoon. Mr Mallory did not come back and though Mrs Mallory tried to telephone to Embu, the lines were down and the telephone wouldn’t work. Just as the children were going to bed, one of the Agricultural officers who had gone with Mr Mallory came to the house and said that the Land Rover had got through the flood but the river had risen since then and there was no chance that he would get back that night.


After they had gone to bed, it rained harder than any of them had ever known. The rain crashed against the windows and down on to the roof as if it was trying to beat the house down flat. John decided that the weather wasn’t at all exciting anymore, only frightening. He got into Mary’s bed and Mrs Mallory sat by them all night, telling them stories and singing, but very softly, because Ben seemed to be asleep in the other bed.


But Ben wasn’t asleep. He was lying with his eyes tight shut and listening to the rain and wondering how Thomas was feeling in his hut. It would be safer to be in a hut than in a house, he thought. If the rain knocked a hut down it would only be like lying under a heap of mud and straw but if the house fell in they would all be squashed under the walls and the roof and they would never get out. Thinking about it made him shiver all over. He didn’t sleep for a long time. When he did go to sleep it was nearly morning and he slept so heavily that he didn’t hear the others get up quietly and dress and go into the living room for breakfast.


It wasn’t like morning at all but very dark, like the middle of the night. After they had eaten breakfast, the storm started. It wasn’t like an English storm, high up in the sky, but all around them. The lightning seemed to be part of the house like a great electric light that flashed on and off and the thunder was like the earth falling apart.


Mrs Mallory sat in a chair with John and Mary on either side of her, hiding their faces in her lap. Her hands, stroking their heads and the back of their necks, felt very cold. She said, over and over again, “Don’t look, darlings—just don’t look.”


Suddenly, the door was flung open and Jason, the cook, came in. He was shouting something in Swahili.


Mrs Mallory said, “Oh no—no,” in a funny, whimpering way and then she stood up, dragging John and Mary by their hands.


“We must get out of the house,” she said.


“But it’s raining,” John said, forgetting to be frightened, he was so surprised.


“We shall get wet,” Mary said in the same astonished voice.


“Don’t be silly—do as you’re told,” Mrs Mallory said. She called, “Bella, Bella …”


Bella came running in. “Take them up to the cowsheds,” Mrs Mallory said. “Hurry … hurry.”


The children still hung back, amazed, but Bella grabbed at their hands more roughly than anyone had ever touched them before and dragged them out through the door.


Outside the house, the wind and the rain were so strong that they could hardly breathe. They would have fallen down like ninepins if Bella hadn’t hung on to them with her strong, brown arms. Even then, John and Mary could barely stand, let alone walk. Bella picked Mary up in her arms like a baby and shouted to Jason, who seized John and flung him, struggling and kicking, over his shoulder.


The children barely knew what was happening. They were carried up the hill to the white-washed cowshed at the very top. The special cows that Mr Mallory kept there for the local farmers to breed from and improve their cattle, were bellowing loudly inside. Soaked with rain, frightened and very cold, the children were set down in the shelter of the stone building and Bella tried to wring the water out of their clothes. It was quite useless, of course, like trying to wring your clothes dry if you were sitting in a bath.


John shouted, “Look Mary … look.”


Down below them, the river had burst its banks. As they watched, great lumps of ground were being torn away. On the far side of the flood a big piece of land with three or four spiky thorn trees and a thatched hut on it, broke into fragments and tumbled down into the wide, brown torrent of water. It was as if the whole earth was being churned up by some enormous plough. Great chunks of red mud, trees, huts, were being thrown up into the air and gobbled up by the water.


“The house,” Mary screamed. The water was up to the house—now it was all round it, eddying and swirling. As they watched, clinging to Bella, the front door seemed to swell out and burst like a balloon and a great, brown spout of water came spurting out like a suddenly turned-on tap.


“Mother,” John shouted. He wrenched himself away from Bella and began to run back, down the hill, but as soon as he was out of the shelter of the stone wall, the rain knocked him flat on his face. Bella rushed after him and picked him up. He was covered from head to foot with red mud.


Then Mary saw Mrs Mallory. Jason was half-carrying her, half-dragging her away from the house. Her hair was all over her face and her dress was streaked with mud. Mary stared at her. She had never seen her mother look like this before. She was crying and shuddering and saying something over and over. As Jason brought her nearer, Mary could hear what it was. Her mother was saying, “Where’s Ben. Where is he? Oh—where is Ben?”



















CHAPTER TWO


“NOTHING WELL EVER BE THE SAME AGAIN”





BEN WASN’T IN the house. While the others were having breakfast he had woken up, dressed, and slipped quietly out of the back door. He had taken Balthazar with him. He hadn’t meant to frighten anyone. He had just decided that he didn’t like being indoors with the terrible, hard rain beating down on the roof and that he wanted to find Thomas.


It had taken him a long time to get to Thomas’s hut. The rain was so heavy that he had to crawl some of the way, through the mud and the little plots of coffee and maize round the village. The storm started just before he got there, but he wasn’t particularly frightened, just uncomfortable.


When he reached the hut, his legs were scratched and he was covered with mud. It was dark inside the hut and very crowded with all Thomas’s family, some of their hens and two goats. There was a fire in the hut, but no chimney, and the smoke made everyone cough. Ben coughed too and his eyes watered but he didn’t mind because the hut was so warm and cosy. In some ways he was more like an African boy than an English one: he had spent so much time with Thomas that he was really happier in a hut than in his own house.


He sat beside Thomas on the hard earth floor. His soaking clothes steamed in the warmth and made him feel shivery, but Thomas’s mother gave him some roast maize to eat and a blanket to put over him and after a little while he curled up beside Thomas and went to sleep.


He slept most of the morning, while the storm blew itself out. He was still asleep when Thomas’s big brother, Lawrence, who was home from school in Nairobi, went to find Mrs Mallory and tell her Ben was safe.


When Mrs Mallory came to fetch him in the District Officer’s Land Rover, she hugged him very tight.


“Oh—you did frighten us, Ben,” she said. The sun had come out and dried her wet clothes but she was still very pale and her hands felt very cold.


“Balthazar was frightened, too,” Ben said. He had Balthazar in a little box, tucked away inside his jersey.


“Perhaps you’d better leave Balthazar with Thomas,” Mrs Mallory said. “We’re going to stay with some friends—they may not like him as much as we do.”


Ben’s eyes widened. “Why? Why can’t we stay in our own house?” he said.


When they went outside, he understood. Where their bungalow had been, there was nothing except a great, wide sweep of pale, brown water. It was running very fast; tree trunks, huts, lumps of earth were being carried along in it. Ben saw a whole thorn tree whirling along in the current with something crouching in the branches.”


“It’s a leopard,” he shouted, full of excitement. “A baby leopard.”


“Poor little thing,” Mrs Mallory said gently.


Ben watched the leopard until it disappeared in the distance. He wished he could have it, to tame. Perhaps it would come ashore further down and his father would catch it for him and bring it home. If it was young enough, he could keep it in the house and it would grow up friendly and gentle, like an ordinary càt. It would be marvellous to have a leopard for a pet. He thought about this all the time he was bouncing about in the back of the Land Rover as it skidded on the slippery mud road, and quite forgot to ask his mother about John and Mary.


They were waiting in the bungalow that belonged to the District Officer. The District Officer and his wife, Mr and Mrs Epsom, were not particular friends of the Mallorys but they were the only people who lived fairly near and had enough room in their house to take in a family of five. They had two children of their own, a thin, pale girl called Sara and a thin, pale boy called Giles. Mrs Epsom was a very fussy woman. Her bungalow was so clean that you would have been frightened to walk on the floor in case you left marks on it, and Sara and Giles were always washed and brushed and dressed in beautiful clothes as if they were going to a party.


Mary and John had no clothes of their own except the ones they had been wearing when they escaped from the house, and they had had to take those off so that they could be washed and dried. When Ben and Mrs Mallory arrived, they were wearing things that Sara and Giles had lent them. Mary was dressed in a white frock with pink flowers on the bodice and John was wearing a smart grey suit which he found very tight and uncomfortable, because although he was the same age as Giles, he was much bigger and healthier.


Mrs Mallory thought that they both looked unusually quiet and tidy, sitting on a sofa and playing a game of Ludo with Sara and Giles. The Epsom children were not allowed to play games in which they might get dirty and tear their clothes. Mrs Epsom had bathed Mary and John—much to their indignation because they were used to bathing themselves—and although she had managed to make them look quite presentable, she thought that they could never look as beautifully neat as Sara and Giles always did. Already, Mary had a smudge of dirt down the front of her pretty white dress and John’s hair, that she had tugged with a comb until he squeaked with pain, was tangled again and falling into his eyes.


As for Ben—when Mrs Epsom saw Ben, her eyes almost jumped out of her head. He looked like a sweep, or a small hippopotomas that had been rolling in the mud. His face was grimy with smoke and red earth and he had rubbed great rings round his dark eyes. No one so dirty had ever come into her beautiful, clean bungalow before. She gave a little scream of horror and rushed into the bathroom at once, to turn on the hot water.


Mrs Mallory followed her, carrying Ben to stop his muddy footmarks leaving a trail along the floor. Mrs Epsom put a piece of newspaper beside the bath for him to stand on while he took his clothes off.


“My—you are dirty,” Mrs Mallory said, smiling at Mrs Epsom and trying to sound as if she was surprised.


“I’m not very dirty. I’m often dirtier than this,” Ben said proudly. Mrs Epsom gave a little gasp and he looked at her sternly and said, “It’s just because my skin isn’t black. If my skin was lovely and black like Thomas’s, the dirt wouldn’t show.”


“Who’s Thomas?” Mrs Epsom said, quite kindly, though her eyes were fixed on the dreadful marks Ben’s hands were making on the side of the white bath.


“He’s my friend,” Ben said proudly. “My best friend. I help him mind his cows.”


“He’s a very nice little boy,” Mrs Mallory said quickly, almost as if she were apologising for something. “I found Ben in his hut. They’d been so kind to him.”


“In an African hut?” Mrs Epsom’s voice sounded queer—almost frightened. Ben looked at her in surprise. She said, “How dreadful. Why—he might have caught something. I’ll put some disinfectant in the bath and we’d better burn his clothes, don’t you think?”


She poured something out of a bottle into the hot water. It smelt very nasty. Then she picked up Ben’s trousers, holding them nervously at arm’s length, rather as if they were something alive that might bite.


When she had gone, Mrs Mallory was very quiet. She scrubbed Ben hard with a loofah and washed his thick, black hair over and over again. The soap got in his eyes and stung, but when he grumbled about it his mother didn’t stop rubbing as she usually did and say, “Well, I daresay that’ll do. A spot of dirt never did anyone any harm.” Instead, she went on rubbing his head, not saying anything, and when he was out of the bath and getting dressed in a pair of shorts and a shirt that Giles had grown out of, she said something she had never said to him before.


“Now Ben, you must try very hard and keep yourself clean.”


Ben could hardly believe his ears.


“But I can’t,” he said. “How can I? Dirt’s all around, it just flies on to me and sticks.”


Mrs Mallory looked at him and sighed. She had done her best. He really did look quite clean, even his nails and his knees and behind his ears. All the same, she had the feeling that she had only reached the point at which Mrs Epsom would probably have begun.


She said, “I know, darling. But you must just try. It’s very kind of Mrs Epsom to let us stay with her. And when you’re a visitor in someone’s house, it’s only polite to try and be as little trouble to them as possible.”


“This isn’t a proper visit” Ben said. “Not like a holiday. We only came here because our house got drowned. So I’m not really a visitor. I’m more of a Homeless Person.”


He expected his mother to laugh. She always said that he could argue the hind leg off a donkey. But she didn’t laugh. She just looked at him with bright, dark eyes, and then, quite suddenly she snatched him into her arms and held him so tightly that he could hardly breathe. Then she let him go and began to cough. She coughed as if it hurt her, holding her side.


When she could speak, she said in a gasping voice, “Oh darling, darling Ben. Yes, I’m afraid you are.”


*


Mrs Mallory coughed a lot all night. Ben was sleeping in the same room and it kept him awake. In the middle of the night, he got up and padded over to his mother’s bed.


“Would you like some cough mixture?” he said. “If you like, I can go and look to see if there is some in the bathroom.”


Ben thought cough mixture was a very special treat. He had only once been ill, when he had had measles, and the doctor had prescribed an extremely pleasant mixture for him, tasting of honey and lemons. He had enjoyed it so much that he had been almost sorry when he got better and he would often pretend to cough, producing an affected little bark and going quite red in the face, in order that he should be given another dose out of that delicious bottle.


But Mrs Mallory shook her head. “No thank you, Ben darling. But I would like another blanket. See if there is one on the end of your bed. I’m so cold.”


She didn’t feel cold, though. When he fetched the blanket, she caught hold of Ben’s wrist for a minute and her fingers were dry and burning hot. “Try to go to sleep, Ben,” she said. “I’ll do my best not to keep you awake.”


“I don’t mind,” he said grandly. “I can stay awake all night if you like, so I can fetch you things.”


But of course he fell fast asleep as soon as his head touched the pillow.


In the morning Mrs Mallory was really ill. She stayed in bed all day; when the children tiptoed in to see her she smiled at them but her eyes looked bright and queer—almost as if she was not quite sure who they were. It made them feel very odd and subdued so that when Mrs Epsom said that they must be quiet and not worry their mother, they didn’t find it particularly difficult. John played what he privately thought was a rather babyish game of croquet with Sara and Giles and Mary read to Ben, moving a chair to a place on the veranda from which she could see the door of her mother’s room. Mrs Epsom went in and out carrying trays and basins with white cloths over them. Her forehead was puckered up in a continual frown and her eyes looked worried.


The telephone line had been mended and she was able to speak to Mr Mallory, who was still stuck on the other side of the flooded river.


“If only the river would go down,” Mary heard her say. “She ought to have proper attention—we haven’t even got any drugs here.”


Fortunately, the sun blazed all that day and by the afternoon of the next, the floods had gone down enough for Mr Mallory to come back in the Land Rover. He brought a doctor with him and they both hurried straight into Mrs Mallory’s room. When they came out, about half-an-hour later, Mr Mallory looked very tired. He kissed the children and waited patiently while Ben told him all the things he was bursting to tell—about the house being swept away and about the baby leopard—but though he watched Ben closely and nodded from time to time, he didn’t really seem to be listening with much attention. When Ben had finished, Mr Mallory cleared his throat and told the children that he and the doctor were going to take their mother to a hospital in Nairobi.


“We’re going to make her a nice bed in the back of the Land Rover,” he said. “She’ll be quite comfortable there.”


“Oh Dad” Mary said. There was a lump, like a little hard golf ball in her throat. Her father put his arm round her and held her against him.


“She’ll be all right,” he said. “Don’t worry. I’ll stay in an hotel quite near the hospital and I’ll telephone you every evening.”


“Aren’t we coming too?” Ben said in an outraged voice.


“Not this time, old boy. If you want to help, the best thing you can do is to be good and not to be a trouble to Mr and Mrs Epsom and try not to squabble with Sara and Giles.”


He said this last bit with a twinkling glance at John who went pink and started to hum softly under his breath. He’d already found it very difficult not to quarrel with Giles who was silly and babyish and inclined to cry easily.


The next hour was full of excitement. They made up the bed in the back of the Land Rover, putting a mattress on the floor and padding the hard sides with cushions. When Mrs Mallory was carried out, doing her best to smile and look cheerful, it was almost a jolly occasion. “I feel like a caterpillar in a cocoon,” she said, as they rolled her round and round with thick blankets and laid her gently on the mattress.


“You look more like an Egyptian Mummy,” said John and they all laughed at his joke—Mary laughed so loudly that her throat began to hurt and the tears came into her eyes. But when the canvas flaps were fastened down tight to keep out the draughts and the dust and the Land Rover disappeared, bumping and swaying down the hilly, red road, they didn’t feel like laughing anymore.


They waved until their arms ached. Then they just stood, silently huddling together until the sound of the engine had completely died away and the last particle of dust had settled.


*


The next seven days seemed much longer than an ordinary week. Mr and Mrs Epsom were very kind to them—at least, they tried hard to be kind. The trouble was that they were not at all the same sort of people as Mr and Mrs Mallory who were not only very happy-go-lucky, but loved living in Africa and wanted their children to love it too. Mrs Epsom hated Africa. She thought it was big and dirty and dangerous and full of diseases. She was frightened whenever her children played in the garden: they might be attacked by a wild animal or bitten by a snake. She was frightened of germs too and distrusted every speck of dirt and every drop of water.


So John and Mary and Ben were always getting into trouble for doing things no one had ever told them they were not supposed to do, like playing where they liked, getting as dirty as they liked and talking to anyone they liked.


They were astonished to discover that they were not allowed to go into the kitchen to talk to the cook.


“Mummy doesn’t like us to talk to the servants,” Giles said.


“Why not?” John said.


“Because you never know.”


“You never know what?”


“You just never know,” Sara said, tossing back her limp, long hair and looking like a rather smug little doll.


“I think you’re silly,” John said.


“I’m not silly.” Her eyes went round and scared. “Mummy says they’re not to be trusted.”


“They might chop us all up with a panga,” said Giles, who, in spite of his pale, girlish prettiness, was very bloodthirsty.


John went very red. “That’s a silly thing to say.”


Mary said, “It’s not just silly, it’s wicked and stupid.” She was so angry that she felt as if she might burst. “Why—it was Jason who saved all our lives. If it wasn’t for Jason, we might have been drowned. I think you’re just stupid.”


She ran out of the bungalow and went down to the bottom of the garden. She felt that she never wanted to speak to Sara and Giles again, so she pretended to be very busy making a garden by sticking flowers and stones into a mound of red earth. She became quite absorbed in what she was doing and was beginning to feel almost happy again when Sara, who was watching her, said, “You’ll catch it. You’re making an awful mess of your clean dress.”


Mary looked down at her skirt and sighed. She did try to keep herself clean most of the time. After all, the clothes she was wearing were not her clothes, and she supposed it was reasonable that she should be expected to take care of them. All the same, having to keep clean was very difficult when you have never had to bother about it before. And if it was hard for her, it was harder still for John and almost impossible for Ben. He thought he would never get used to the grim expression on Mrs Epsom’s face as she took him to his bath every evening.


“She looks at me as if I’d got leprosy,” he complained, one evening just before bedtime. Mrs Epsom was giving Sara and Giles a music lesson and the Mallorys were on their own for once, sitting on the veranda. The sun was just about to disappear behind the blue hills; in a moment it would be dark.


“Perhaps you have,” Mary said, and Ben giggled.


“I wouldn’t mind having leprosy,” John said in a thoughtful voice. “Lepers don’t pay taxes. You know Dad is always saying how awful it is having to pay income tax.”


“What an extraordinary idea,” Mr Epsom said. He had heard what John said as he came out on to the veranda to smoke his pipe—Mrs Epsom hated the smell of tobacco in the house. He stood looking down at the children with a puzzled expression on his fat, round face in which two small eyes seemed sunk, like two raisins in a piece of dough.


“It was only a joke,” John muttered. Mary knew that this wasn’t altogether true: John, who was rather lazy, was always thinking of ways in which he could avoid earning his living and paying income tax.


“Not a very good joke, if you don’t mind my saying so,” Mr Epsom said. “How do you know lepers don’t pay taxes anyway?”


“Dad told me,” John said.


“Hmmm. For an uneducated boy, you seem to have collected a lot of curiously useless information. Your mind must be like a rag bag—full of odds and ends.”


He laughed, but Mary and John stared at him stonily. The word ‘uneducated’, was one they had heard a great deal during the last week. Sara and Giles only lived with their parents during the holidays; during term-time, they went to a boarding school where they did English History and French and Latin. Mrs Epsom, who liked to think that her children were cleverer than anyone else’s, was always testing John and Mary to find out if they knew as much as Sara and Giles. When she found out that they didn’t know any French or Latin and hardly any History at all, she pretended to be surprised but she was secretly rather pleased. On the other hand, she wasn’t pleased, only fearfully shocked, to find that Ben couldn’t read at all.


“He didn’t want to learn yet,” Mary explained. “And Mother says it’s always better to wait until you really do want to learn something—she says it’s more fun that way.”


“So you think lessons should be fun, do you?” Mrs Epsom looked at Mary critically and gave a tired little sigh. “I’m afraid you’ve all been rather spoiled, dear. Learning isn’t fun—it’s very hard work. You’ll never get anywhere in this world unless you realise that.”


The idea that she and John and Ben were spoiled and uneducated was quite new to Mary—and very strange. The Mallory children had lived rather a lonely, shut-off life with no one to criticise them and no other children to compare themselves with. Mary didn’t feel either spoiled or uneducated but she thought that perhaps the way you feel to yourself and the way you look to other people, were two quite different things. She decided that she didn’t really know what she was like at all. Probably Mrs Epsom didn’t know either, but Mary was very curious to know what she thought, all the same.


That evening when she got out of bed to go to the bathroom, she heard Mr and Mrs Epsom talking on the veranda. The door into the dark living room was open and Mary stood just behind it, a pale little ghost in her white nightgown, and listened.


“John can’t even do long division,” Mrs Epsom was saying. “And as for Ben—why the boy’s just like a little savage. I think he speaks Swahili better than he speaks English. What will happen to them when they get back to England, I can’t imagine. I can’t believe any of them will be able to pass an exam—or even settle down in a proper school. They’ve never been taught how to work hard—they’ve been allowed to grow up thinking that life is always going to be nice and easy and a lot of fun. What were their parents thinking of?”


Mary thought Mrs Epsom sounded cross and a little jealous because she had never been allowed to think that life could be a lot of fun.


Mr Epsom said slowly, “I don’t think they thought about it much. I gather they didn’t want to part with the children—that’s why John and Mary were never sent to school.”


“I must say, it seems rather selfish,” Mrs Epsom said with a sniff. “After all, it’s the children who are going to suffer. If the worst happens and they have to be sent back to England, they’ll be completely out of their depth. Have any arrangements been made, do you know?


Mary gritted her teeth silently. She didn’t know what Mrs Epsom meant by ‘if the worst happens’, and she didn’t much care. She felt too hot and angry. It was horrible of Mrs Epsom to say her father and mother were selfish people. She wanted to rush out onto the veranda and shout, “It’s not true, it’s not true,” but she knew she must not do that. She shouldn’t really have been listening to their private conversation.


Then Mr Epsom said something that surprised her so much that she stopped being angry.


He said, “They have an aunt in England. I imagine they’ll be sent to her.”


Mrs Epsom sighed. “That’s something to be thankful for. Though I suppose we shall have to see to it all. Their father isn’t exactly an efficient person, at the best of times.”


“I suppose not.” Mr Epsom sounded rather uncomfortable. “Still—we must do what we can. It’s going to be hard enough for them—poor little beggars.”


Mary had no time to wonder what he meant because the telephone suddenly started ringing. Mr Epsom heaved himself up out of his creaking chair and trod heavily across the veranda. For a moment Mary was rooted to the spot with horror Suppose he caught her? Why—she had been spying on them.


But Mr Epsom passed by without seeing her. He went into his little study and closed the door.


*


Mary climbed into her bed and lay still for a minute, her heart thumping. Then she said, “John, are you awake?”


“No,” John said sleepily.


“Don’t be silly. Listen. It’s something important. We’re going to be sent to England. To stay with Aunt Mabel.”


“Why?”


“I suppose …” Mary frowned, trying to think. “I suppose it’s because we haven’t anywhere to live now. I mean—Dad couldn’t afford for us all to live in an hotel.”


John said, “Will Mother come too? Dad said she was getting better, didn’t he? So she won’t have to stay in the hospital much longer.”


“Dad will want her to stay with him for a bit. But I expect she’ll come to England to be with us as soon as she’s quite well.”


Mary felt much better now she had worked all this out in her mind. She even began to feel a little excited at the thought of flying to England and having to look after John and Ben. Although John was a year older than she was he was a bit absent-minded, like Dad, and would be bound to lose his passport and ticket and things.


John was silent for a little while. Then he said, in a queer, shaky voice, “I don’t think I want to go.”


He sounded very miserable. Mary wriggled her hand out under her mosquito net and held it out to him. They held hands across the gap between their beds.


Mary said, “When we’re grown up, we can come back to Africa and build our bungalow up again.”


John said, “It wouldn’t be the same. Nothing will ever be the same again.”


*


In his study on the other side of the bungalow, Mr Epsom put down the telephone. He was standing quite still and staring straight ahead of him, his small, dull eyes full of tears. In spite of everything his wife had said, he had always secretly admired Mrs Mallory who had seemed to him a pretty, charming woman who was too sensible to waste her time fussing about whether the furniture had been dusted or whether her children’s clothes were spotlessly clean.


After a moment or two, he wiped his eyes and blew his nose very loudly. Then he went back to the veranda to tell Mrs Epsom that what she had been half-expecting to happen, had happened. Mrs Mallory had died half-an-hour ago.
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