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        What turns a weak creature into a sadistic bully behind a barbed-wire fence? What strange twists of thought made the security forces think they always had God and right on their side whatever crimes against humanity they committed?
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White Highlands, October 1952

      For men of Empire, a sacred time.

      As the orange sun dissolves behind the mountain bowl, for the fleetest of moments before forest clamour crescendos into shrieking night, a small hiatus of peace.

      It is the period Cedric Cunningham loves best. Soft armistice with the day.

      On the cusp.

      The silence is welcome, inside and out. The Overseas Service sustaining Connie with its crackling whisper of home is finally muted. Cedric has heard all the news he can bear. Now the dusk is his, cares of the day temporarily shelved.

      Indoors, houseboys light candles, arrange mosquito nets, lay the table. Baby is down and Connie is at her vanity table putting on her face, whisky to hand. Although she drinks this first one quickly, before condensation can form a ring on the teak, Cedric still has five minutes before she joins him on the veranda to take ‘the other half’ and Jomo, head houseboy, brings his second Tusker.

      When his wife arrives, Cedric rises to greet her. Wafting Chanel, Connie presents a cheek, sits beside him on her own rattan chair, drink resting securely on hunting-patterned coasters. They discuss what they did, Connie first, describing a day of ordinary purpose that makes Cedric feel things are right in one part of his universe at least. He nods, half listening, pleased with the tone, happy with the rhythms, the cadence of normality restored.

      Servants and flowers, Nyeri Club gossip and the wicked doings of Ayah with baby. Connie is retelling that story – how lucky she found them where she did, when she did. The bloody python, Cedric, it’s still there in the rockery. Garden boy has to be told or something very unfunny is going to happen; Ayah just doesn’t care. Cedric shrugs. Connie is exaggerating and she’s wrong about Ayah. He’s told her often enough: there are other servants to ensure nothing really terrible happens. She might not see them, but they’re always there. Or thereabouts.

      Tonight Cedric is too tired to reopen this. Instead he mutters ‘I know, I know,’ dutifully twitching the corner of his lip in amused assent, trying to hit the right note. But her eyebrow arches. He’s getting it wrong. Again. The part of him that still cares cavils against this unfairness. They’ve been here nearly a year; she must understand snakes and wildlife are part of their lives, part of the package. This is Africa. He knows she’s read the manual, positively pored over it on the three-week voyage out. Pythons and errant ayahs are common fodder for the ladies of St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church. If it’s not in their Kenya Settlers’ Cookery Book and Household Guide it’s not worth knowing

      On another night, depending on mood, Connie might suggest a quick rubber of two-handed bridge. Or they could sit on in varying degrees of companionable silence until the dinner gong, watching the velvet sky needle into brilliance. This evening, however, she wants to take it further. Cedric doesn’t know anything about what happens at home. He’s never there! He goes on about how wonderful the servants are, but these days they’re nowhere to be seen. Why can’t he accept she probably knows just a teeny-weeny bit more about the people who share her house twenty-four hours a bloody day than he does?

      Connie’s tirade is a prelude to the old campaign, the tiresomely suburban fear that African nature, in collusion with most of the household staff, wilfully desires to trespass across their cultivated English lawn with the express purpose of harming baby Charlie, herself and every other white person within fifty miles.

      Cedric wants to understand, desires only to shelter in the familiarity of her worries, the quotidian trivia of her life. But given what’s going on, his mind can’t quite focus. Besides, he emphatically disagrees about the servants. He knows Jomo; chose him himself. Capable and dependable. That’s what the references read. And it’s true. Jomo is both – capable and dependable. Connie should be grateful. There are few enough of them around today.

      Connie’s view of this stubbornness is that, like other husbands, Cedric has an obstinate myopia when it comes to the running of the house. As the cooling vent of evening blows in – cardigans soon – she sighs. Really, doesn’t she have enough to do without keeping an eye on everyone? It’s obvious Ayah can’t be trusted for a second, and Jomo is definitely selling sugar to his nephew. That very afternoon she’s seen the two of them, heads together, behind the back door, both looking guilty as Satan. Honestly, anyone would think they aren’t being treated decently, but the whole valley knows the Cunninghams pay higher than strictly necessary. Besides, Cedric has never shouted at them once.

      Once this is off her chest the talk turns his way. Given the times, there are minefields here too. When she asks how his day has been he can only mumble: ‘Oh, you know, the usual.’ She pretends to want to know more but doesn’t push it. She’s heard a thing or two from other wives at club lunches and knows better. Give him time. He may tell her later, when they’re both under the mosquito nets, his head on the dampening pillow, eyes closed, intoning the most frightful stories. He’s been doing this more recently, a lot more, and her duty is to listen, not talk. Some husbands never say anything, but it only comes out in other ways. The Wilkins woman may wear dark glasses all the time, but everyone knows what lies behind. This is better. The two of them, three now with Charlie, making a life; keeping on top. Doing their bit. Isn’t that why they’re here?

      But tonight something is not quite right.

      Connie has returned to her room to check on baby one last time before dinner but Cedric has heard something. From outside. Normally by now Cedric’s boots and socks are off, hot feet cooling on the veranda rail. Tonight the boots stay on and Cedric’s fingers brush the holster on his Sam Browne belt, not sure what he’s hearing but glad of the weapon. They’ve all had refreshers on the firing range at Nanyuki. No point in having the damn thing if you don’t know how to use it.

      Cedric hears something again. Beyond the lawn.

      He’s told Connie many times they’re safe out here. She always reassures him she isn’t worried. Her only desire is that he takes care of himself. She’s loyal, that one. But he’s seen the look in her eyes and knows the second drink is now followed by a third. The tone she takes with Jomo doesn’t help. Jomo is always calm and shows no expression during her harangues but it’s obvious he doesn’t like it. Cedric won’t intervene, but it really doesn’t do to talk to the head houseboy like that. He wonders how she’d cope if she knew the true scale. It’s not just the cattle slashing. He remembers how she went to pieces when news came in about the Carters. Poor Judith, the ghastliness made worse by the pregnancy and what they’d done to her son, hunting him down in the dark. Only six years old.

      Cedric shivers, unable to stop himself from looking into the house, thinking of the kitchen where Benson is chopping chicken for tonight’s meal.

      He catches sight of the family-sized trunk in the hall, already filled with the exotic Africana a man is supposed to take home on furlough – salad bowls, masks, an ostrich egg.

      Leave is still over a month away yet Connie’s been packing for weeks. Cedric wonders if she’s given thought to not coming back. It would be wiser all round to stay in Surrey with her parents. He could move into a bachelor flat with one of the junior ADOs. But he knows she’ll say no, affronted he could even suggest it. Her place is by his side, thank you very much. And that will be that. Although Cedric will protest, he’ll be secretly glad because frankly he doesn’t know how he’s going to face another two months, let alone the two years left on his posting. It’s coming. Everyone can feel it. The Office is frantic. Wives not to be told. Don’t show anything; hold the line.

      Cedric paces the veranda and thinks about smoking a cigarette. He’s left them inside and is heading towards the door when he hears a scream, high-pitched, ending in a wail that cuts off suddenly. It lasts no more than two seconds, stopping almost before it begins. He swivels his eyes to the forest. It is not a human noise, but it belongs to no jungle animal he can recognise. The Morgans’ dog? The hairs on his arm rise up as his body registers alarm before his brain can articulate what is happening.

      They’re here.

      Dark shapes from the tree line, loping across the lawn. Four, no, five of them.

      Out of the forest they will come. 

      Cedric’s hands are trembling violently and he cannot undo the catch on his holster. Where’s Jomo? Loyal Jomo, loyal Kikuyu. One of the best. Together with Benson and the other kitchen staff they might see them off. A tendril of hope: the patrol is due later! Or Morgan might pop over for one of his chats. At work Cedric has been on the offensive so long he’s almost forgotten how to defend at home. He needs to move. Christ, they’re almost here, black figures running low across the ground. He can hear panting breaths and the rhythm of a running chant. They’ll be over the veranda rail in seconds.

      At last Cedric sprints, heavy boots clumping on the wooden boards, adrenalin pulsing him into the living room, past a copy of Horse & Hound messily thrown on the floor, into the hall. Where’s Connie, where’s Jomo?

      ‘Jomo!’

      Cedric knows he must get Connie and Charlie out of the house. They might be able to run to the Morgan place – less than half a mile from here – while he and Jomo hold them off. There is whooping and a low moaning, the anticipation of the chase. They are vaulting the veranda rail.

      At this moment Cedric understands he is lost. There is just one chance – for Connie and Charlie.

      He bursts into the bedroom, relieved to find Jomo there, already guarding Connie. Dependable. Loyal. He calls her name but Connie doesn’t look right. Her face is pinned back in some private horror, not moving. Jomo isn’t turning round either. Time slows. The window is open and he can see more black legs running fast across the lawn. Cedric looks at the cot. Empty. He sees Connie’s eyes turn involuntarily toward the bunk bed. He follows her gaze, seeing she has hidden Charlie underneath the bed. He mustn’t wake now. Jomo needs to do something, immediately.

      Cedric issues the only order he can.

      ‘Connie, take Charlie and run. Now, Con, now! Through the window. Go!’

      But Connie isn’t moving. Jomo turns. He is carrying a panga. Good – they’ll need that. The head houseboy stands to one side to let Connie pass, but Connie is behaving oddly, clutching her stomach. And now Jomo has moved, Cedric can see blood seeping through her fingers, the white blouse slashed through half a dozen times. Cedric is reminded of a chicken breast scored for marinade. Nothing is right; his view off kilter. He looks at Jomo, finally absorbing the fact there is blood smeared on the curved blade of the panga held at Jomo’s side; held by Jomo. Head houseboy. Loyal Kikuyu. One of the best.

      Even with the evidence before him, Cedric cannot put it together. The implications are too immense. Simply not possible. Connie groans and looks at him desperately, legs buckling as she falls on the bed. He starts to move towards her but Jomo checks his way. Again, so slowly, everything happening through a deadening haze. The men running to the house pause in the living room before starting up again, pounding along the corridor. It is too late, everything is far too late. This is so stupid. All for nothing. They are clambering into the room – into his precious baby’s room – silent now except for their breath, panting and gurgling, excitement bubbling ammonia into their sweat glands; the closure of the hunt.

      Cedric takes in leopard skins, more pangas, a monkey’s head cowl, blood smeared on shiny faces. The sour stench of forest grease. One sawn-off shotgun. A smell of burning, flames flickering in the living room behind – the sofa alight. Finally Cedric opens the catch on the holster but his thumb refuses to work and he cannot find the safety. His hand falls to his side, service revolver pointing uselessly at the floor.

      ‘Jomo.’

      The blast from the sawn-off catches Cedric in the midriff, blowing him backwards over the low chest of drawers where Connie usually changes baby Charlie. Through the mist Cedric hears the high keening of his wife, then Jomo is standing over him. Normally expressionless Jomo. Not now. The last thing Cedric sees is his servant’s teeth, lips peeled back, a rictus of hate – or fear. In the moment before the second shell destroys his chest wall, Cedric knows it has to be fear.

      Of course, no one is immune to that.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter 1
            

          

        

      

      
Lincolnshire, February 2008

      Samantha Seymour was tired of waiting. And, she was forced to admit, just a little nervous. She shivered, pulling a black cardigan tighter around her shoulders. Thin cashmere might be suitable for court, but visiting a country house in winter required something altogether more robust, especially if the house in question belonged to Magnus Seymour. The proprietor and senior partner of Seymour & Co. hadn’t made his fortune by wasting money on fripperies like heating, and old Magnus was not a man to retreat from that axiom in his own home.

      A home that wasn’t even a real country house, she thought, surveying faux art nouveau lamps, false gables and fake mullions. The armchairs were cosily chintz, but the primary motif was hunting; riding to hounds on paintings, on tapestry cushions, on coasters, even on the magazines scattered artlessly on the ugly glass coffee table. To Sam’s certain knowledge Magnus had never sat in a saddle in his life, or pursued anything wilder than a disobedient Labrador.

      She brushed a strand of dark hair from her shoulder, eyeing a brace of hounds whimpering in front of the fire. It might have been more sensible to have worn the horrible Barbour sweater her mother had laid out, but at twenty-eight Sam was too old to take instruction – from that quarter certainly. Magnus should see it as a tribute. She never wore this kind of outfit outside work, but she hadn’t seen her great-uncle properly for almost a year, and given what might be coming it seemed sensible to dress up a little.

      The grandfather clock listlessly intoned another quarter hour, her life sentenced to hard labour in fifteen-minute instalments. How much longer was he going to spend in his study before she was summoned into the great presence? Susie, Magnus’s latest wife – his fourth, if you were counting: one divorce, two deaths – was in the kitchen fetching yet more tea. She’d spent an age in there fussing over a new pot, shouting apologies for the cold leaching through the Spode. Sam was grateful to be spared her attempts at conversation. The Gauleiter, as Sam called her for the excessive zeal she brought to guarding her new husband, was at least thirty years younger than Magnus, and although Sam fought hard not to judge on looks, especially with her own gender, she made an exception for Susie. It was impossible not to regard the powdered, jutting chin and dark puffed eyes as anything other than outward signs of the snarling pug within.

      Sam ran her finger down the inside of the window pane, where condensation trickled into the lead frame. She tried sketching a happy face but the line of the smile dribbled down, giving it a horror-clown expression. She wiped it away with her sleeve and gazed through the hole. Flat fields of frost-flecked mud terminated in a dark hedgerow scoured of colour by February gales. Although it was Sunday, the orange lights of a tractor blinked in the furthest field, where piles of clay-encrusted roots were clumped at irregular intervals. The Campaign, as Fenlanders called the sugar beet harvest, was nearly over.

      A large group of crows pecked disconsolately among the beet heads. Sam wanted to look at her BlackBerry, but knew if Susie came out of the kitchen it would provoke the lecture on how her generation was losing its way, never read a book, couldn’t correspond in the real world and so on and deathless so on. Sam sighed, and as if they’d heard the birds suddenly took off together, sweeping into the sky in a dark mass, wheeling and darting in unison. How did they do it? She was fascinated by the way vast flocks seemed to know when to move without any outward sign of communication, rippling across the skies as one living organism; an airborne shoal of black herring, pulsing and pivoting in harmony with themselves and their element.

      A coughed grunt from the Gauleiter broke her train of thought. Susie was standing at the door, pointing down the hallway, every inch the praetorian stewardess.

      ‘You can go in,’ she barked. ‘Magnus will have finished by now.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Sam said, amused at how much Susie really did resemble an air hostess indicating an emergency exit. Which, in a way, was actually true. It was an emergency exit – or at least Sam hoped it would be. Susie took a step to accompany her, but Sam headed her off.

      ‘I know the way.’

      She was annoyed with how returning to the house had squashed her back into childhood. The corridor was long and she tried to imagine what the soundtrack to this scene would be. The Recalcitrant Returns. Slo-mo drift along the hall, Daft Punk on audio. Close on the face. Expression dreamy but purposeful, tinged with anticipation – or was it anxiety? Even as she thought it Sam felt a butterfly twirling. But it was only Magnus. What could he say in those gently modulated tones that her father hadn’t already shouted, that her head of chambers hadn’t insinuated? She passed the loo. Maybe do a little line? She had the remnants of one in her purse, the powdered reminder of her night of shame. Stop it, Sam admonished herself; it was thinking like that which had led her here. Childish things needed to be put aside. Magnus had promised a way out. Behave.

      The study door was ajar but out of habit she knocked anyway, before walking in to the familiar book-lined room.

      Magnus was sitting behind his desk, head lolling, book folded on a concave stomach. Spidery legs were propped up on the table, trousers folded back well above the sock line, revealing pale shins. She hadn’t seen him properly since her return and felt a stab of tenderness. He was cadaverously thin, his gaunt face tinged with yellow. The wrinkles on his forehead had multiplied alarmingly, the skin on his face compressed, squashing lines and crows’ feet together like whorls on an ancient thumb print. Suddenly he snorted and jerked awake. His clear blue eyes flapped open, instantly transforming him back into the Magnus she recognised.

      ‘Sam!’

      He padded over on shoeless feet to hug her, almost lifting her off the ground.

      ‘Sam – Sam! How wonderful to see you.’

      He stood back from the embrace, looking up at her from underneath the famous Seymour coxcomb. Her father Robert had it too, all the male Seymours did apparently, a band of hair that stood up proud from the rest, though in Magnus’s case the hair had thinned and lost its strength, flopping to one side with unseemly languor.

      ‘You look marvellous, Sam. Quite the prettiest girl in Lincolnshire – Lincoln’s Inn too, I would have thought. Ha ha. Sit, sit.’

      He pointed to a leather armchair underneath a watercolour Sam hadn’t noticed before. She was surprised to see it depicted a forest scene somewhere in Africa, a green canopy under an impressive rainbow. He brought his own chair round to sit opposite her.

      ‘How are you Samantha? You look well, but I gather not too happy to be back. Not fighting with your father already I hope? Not already, Sam?’

      He’d tipped his head to one side, radiating concern. Sam suspected he did this with all his clients.

      ‘’Course not, Magnus. I’ve only been back a couple of weeks. Give me a chance.’

      ‘Good, good. Susie been looking after you? Excellent. Well, let’s have a proper drink now, you and I. A Christian drink. Man cannot live by tea alone.’ Magnus sprang up, rummaging among the bottles arranged on the lower ledge of the bookshelf. ‘Six o’clock somewhere, I’m sure. Whisky water? Half half?’

      ‘Please.’

      ‘Good, good.’

      Sam had forgotten the double-tap staccato delivery. A bird pecking on a lawn. They clinked glasses and he sat back, peering at her.

      ‘You do know you grow more like your grandmother every time I see you. It’s unnerving sometimes. Uncanny. Especially when you smile – which you don’t do often enough, by the way. I shouldn’t say this about your parents, but I’m rather glad that looks have skipped a generation. Ha ha. Well, well.’

      They sat in silence, sipping their drinks while Magnus did what Sam thought of as his twinkling act, beaming and nodding, his eyes alive with merriment. She wasn’t taken in. She’d seen the same eyes snap to ice in a heartbeat.

      ‘Magnus,’ she said. ‘You know I love seeing you, even if I do have to sit with the Gauleiter for the best part of an hour while you pretend to work. But really, why did you summon me? And what did your note mean about a “way out”? It sounds awfully dramatic.’

      ‘Quite right – straight to the point.’ Magnus frowned. ‘But my darling, you mustn’t tease Susie. I know you don’t mean it, but when you speak like that I rather understand what your father says he’s going through —’

      ‘Oh come on, Magnus…’

      ‘Yes, well, you can be rather hurtful if you choose – as well you know. Believe it or not, Susie’s a good woman. Dotes on you. Thinks you’re the bee’s knees. Yes, Sam, the knees of a bee no less, no less.’

      ‘No she doesn’t,’ Sam laughed. ‘Anyway, you’re evading the question: what am I here for? You’re brimming over with one of your schemes, I can feel it.’

      Magnus paused and twirled the liquid round his tumbler. He really did look tired, thought Sam. Was he ill? Her parents hadn’t said anything, but then they wouldn’t.

      ‘Right, OK,’ he said. ‘We’ll just get to it.’

      He sighed and looked so grave Sam feared there might have been a death in the family. But there couldn’t be – there weren’t many Seymours left. She had no siblings and apart from two cousins on her mother’s side whom she rarely saw, she’d seen all of the remaining family members in the last twenty-four hours.

      ‘So,’ he said forthrightly. ‘First of all, Samantha Seymour, I’m obliged to enquire whether you are happy in your work here. The pace of helping out in a country practice like ours must be a little different to the hectic demands of London. It goes without saying that Seymour & Co. is lucky to have snared someone of your calibre, but if what I’m hearing is correct you are – how shall we say this diplomatically – a little bored, perhaps?’

      ‘Well, not bored exactly, but it’s not terribly inspiring. I mean…’ Sam stopped, realising how churlish that sounded. ‘But actually it’s all fine, really. I don’t think I’ve ever thanked you properly for taking me on. Do tell me – how is the Pullingdon fertiliser deal going?’

      ‘No, Sam, sorry,’ Magnus said. ‘Now it’s you who’s being evasive. I’m afraid it’s time for one of those serious talks I usually manage to avoid. That was always your father’s job, though I note he wasn’t much of a one for that either.’

      Sam tossed down the remains of her drink. It was the kind of speciality malt she could never afford. The smokiness invaded the back of her throat and she felt tears coming to her eyes. Magnus saw them and misunderstood, lowering his tone.

      ‘Look, Sam, darling, you really can’t go on like this. The Bar foul up is something I can understand. We’ve all concealed things about our past we don’t think are relevant to our present. But getting drunk and taking two days off without telling anyone where you are is not really the stuff of a country solicitor’s practice.’

      Sam bridled.

      ‘I found all the bloody loopholes in your tedious Agro-Beet contract, didn’t I? None of your other lackeys spotted them. Christ, Magnus, those people – they’re so dull.’

      ‘Which is precisely the point. They’re meant to be. So are you if you work among them. And I don’t think that’s possible any longer, is it?’

      ‘I can do dull.’

      ‘No, you can’t. Take it from me: you really can’t. Honestly, Sam – what were you thinking of?’

      Sam suppressed a grin. What she’d actually been thinking of were the delicate hands of a rather attractive Polish boy, a worker from the processing plant up at Deeton’s. She’d slipped into the Plough after being despatched to buy printer cartridges in town. She’d only meant to have a quick glass of wine – it was the firm’s bloody fault, they should have had clerks to buy ink. How was she to know the pub would be packed with night-shift workers in the final stages of an epic pool tournament, first prize a monkey – a real one, with a red ribbon on its tail? Sam defied anyone to resist when the alternative was ploughing through agricultural contracts. In retrospect it was probably not such a great idea to have spent all the afternoon and most of the evening drinking. And possibly a slightly worse one to have ended up in a migrant workers’ caravan with Cibor – or was it Tibor? But what the hell, she deserved some fun after all the shite.

      Magnus was looking at her with a worried expression.

      ‘Are you going to sack me, Magnus?’

      ‘Should I?’

      ‘Probably.’

      It was Magnus’s turn to suppress a smile. He was glad she felt this way. It would make it easier. She looked vulnerable, yet smart and defiant. So bright it was painful, always wanting more: attention, time. Love. If she didn’t get it, off she went and bugger the consequences. First that business at Cambridge, then not telling her employers about it and getting booted out of chambers. And now the disappearing act. There was probably more Magnus didn’t know about; didn’t want to know. But what he did understand, had seen too often in court where, despite Sam’s derision for the county legal scene, all life eventually swam before it, was that certain patterns of behaviour inevitably led to serious tears.

      Magnus blamed himself. Sam’s father, the wretched Robert, simply hadn’t stepped up to the mark. When he saw the neediness in his daughter he felt the gulf of his own and ran a bloody mile. Hopeless, thought Magnus, though in a sense it was all his fault. Robert would never have had a void if he’d had a real father. Magnus had done his best, but severing an eight-year-old child from his parent wasn’t the best basis for a relationship. Might he have left the boy? It was inconceivable. To have abandoned Robert in Africa would have been neglect amounting to cruelty. Quite apart from the matter of those criminal charges. Serious ones too, the type that could put a man inside for the rest of his natural, and in a time of war, perhaps worse. He’d found out about that one when he was over there. Hadn’t told anyone, not even Susie. Fewer who knew the better. He wasn’t even sure if Robert was aware. Sam certainly wasn’t. All something of a mess but he wasn’t going to let the fallout travel down the generations and get to his precious Sam.

      As he looked at her, scowling and pretending not to be hurt, he felt a fierce surge of love. She might not be his daughter or even his granddaughter, but by God she felt like it. She was headstrong and reckless, capable of spectacularly stupid acts of self-destruction, but the flip side was an awesome fearlessness. Sam was nothing like Robert, and though she might resemble Tansy physically, it was Johnny she really took after. Sam had spirit enough for all of them.

      Which is why she had to leave. She did not belong here.

      When Magnus died – sooner rather than later, if the results of the latest prostate test were to be believed – he would do so content in the knowledge that he’d done his bit: fashioned some order, scraped a living from the same flinty soil as the farmers who were both his clients and his community. For Sam, however, this kind of life was not even a beginning – more a slow death. Immurement by county.

      Magnus thought back to the meeting with his consultant during which the subject of his own death had been addressed with no one actually mentioning it – all very English, which Magnus was grateful for. No sense in getting emotional about an inevitability, but it had certainly provided a spur. Which is why he needed to attend to personal matters – starting with Sam. With no children of his own, she was not only the future of the Seymours but also its link with its past. One part of the past, anyway. The part that had always been missing.

      Magnus itched to go himself. If he were younger, fitter, there’d have been no question. But he’d left it far too late.

      It was up to Sam now.

      ‘No one’s going to make you leave,’ Magnus said finally. ‘Not sure it’s ever been possible to force you to do something against your will.’

      Sam smiled tightly but didn’t move, conscious he wasn’t finished. He was leaning forward on his chair, his eyes neither merry nor scolding, more like a doctor at a Swiss clinic about to offer the big injection goodbye.

      ‘Tell me, how do you fancy swapping the delights of February in Lincolnshire for warm sun and exotic vistas?’

      Sam didn’t respond. She’d seen Magnus operate and knew there was more. Her shoulders tightened.

      ‘What do you know about Kenya?’ Magnus continued, floating the suggestion as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

      ‘Kenya?’

      She could barely believe he’d said the word. Kenya?

      ‘I think I might have found you a job,’ he said, trying to sound jaunty. Keep it upbeat. Casual as you like. ‘Have you ever heard of Mau Mau?’

      Magnus blew out his cheeks, taking advantage of Sam’s silence to launch into a rapid explanation about how he’d run into an old chum in London who’d told him about a vacancy. There was a legal mission going to Kenya. Could be interesting. An investigation into compensation claims being made for old Empire sins going back fifty years or more. Someone had dropped out. There was a vacancy – had he said that already?

      Sam heard the words but couldn’t take them in, not able to match what he was saying with his ludicrously jovial expression. It was so unlike him. Magnus had never talked about Africa in his life. No Seymour would ever talk about Africa out loud.

      Now he was proposing she go there, to the heart of the family darkness.

       

      Dinner. The echoing sounds of a family restrained: scraping of plate, jaw-click chewing, dull thud of wine glass returned to table. Too often, in Sam’s case. The air heavy with the absence of words. A meal, then, like a hundred others chez Robert and Alice. So good to be home.

      There was absurdly little time. The team of government lawyers was heading out to Nairobi next week. When Magnus had learned someone had pulled out he’d advanced her name as a last-minute replacement. If she expressed interest she’d have to go for an interview with the Foreign Office tomorrow, Tuesday at the latest. Sam was, to put it mildly, a little confused why her name should have been put up in the first place. The Magnus she knew rarely acted on impulse and his meeting with the lawyers seemed more than providential. A deeper purpose would hopefully reveal itself soon enough, but until it did, the scheme was mired in uncertainty. Besides, she was hardly suited to the task. She knew next to nothing about human rights law, even less about historical jurisprudence, and the little she’d learned of Kenya’s history had been hoovered from between the cracks of family silences.

      Like the ones round the table tonight, she thought, where conversation was as stilted and meaningless as ever, punctuated by false politesse – pass the gravy, pass the salt. She wanted to pass her father a bloody cattle prod and jolt him back into the present. Magnus had said he’d already informed her parents, so their omertà was wilful and perverse.

      Sam waited until pudding to put the question. She had no great hopes for a real answer, but if ever her father was going to discuss anything to do with his past it might be tonight. Seeing him sitting there with his dull grey tweed jacket matching his pale grey face, Sam was torn between hating him and feeling sorry for him.

      Robert affected not to hear her question, squeezing his eyes shut for a beat longer than normal before looking down at the book beside his plate. Small-talk at dinner was not exactly a family tradition, and while Sam and her mother might chat occasionally her father invariably hid behind a newspaper or book. Tonight it was a volume of poetry by Tennyson. Sam could feel the old anger rising but was determined to suppress it.

      ‘Father,’ she said, using the formality she reserved for cross-examination. ‘I’m aware this is not a matter you feel comfortable with, but could you please do me the service of replying just this once. This is a big decision and, strangely, I would welcome anything you might have to say.’

      Across the table, Alice shifted uneasily in her seat, shaking her head in warning. Sam ignored her and when her father still made no reply she carried on.

      ‘I know you’ve been told what Magnus asked me. And I’m also pretty sure I know what you’ll say. But wouldn’t it be nice, for once, to talk about this?’

      Robert ignored his daughter’s question and turned a page of the book, his head bobbing as if he were declaiming the verse in his head.

      ‘I mean,’ said Sam, raising her voice, ‘is there anyone I should speak to if I go there? Anyone you might want me to look up? Anywhere I might go —’

      ‘Go?’

      The word spat from him and Sam waited for the tirade. At least he’d be talking. But there was nothing else. He looked down at his book again and Sam had to fight the urge to pluck it away and throw it into the fire.

      ‘Father, please.’

      He turned another page.

      Sam exploded.

      ‘Why can’t you bloody answer me? For once in your life will you please just recognise there are other people in this family? Put that fucking book away.’

      ‘Sam – stop it.’ Alice’s gentle voice could be loud when it had to be. ‘Do not use that language in here.’

      ‘Why not? He can’t hear me anyway. Just look at him! He can’t even meet my bloody gaze. What is it about Kenya he can’t come to terms with? It’s pathetic. Why can’t he just pretend this is a normal family for one evening and give me a civil reply? I’ll be gone soon enough.’

      ‘All right!’ Robert shouted, knuckles whitening on a drab olive napkin. ‘Enough. I’m sorry I don’t meet your high expectations, Sam, but believe me it’s not easy. Especially when your own daughter gets charged for criminal damage at university and then fails to tell her employer about it.’

      Robert wore his blond hair cut short but it could not tame the Seymour coxcomb. Whenever he was angry it rose up into needle points, bristling like a dog’s hackles.

      ‘No wonder they kicked you out,’ he said, his voice thickening. ‘You go on about the need to be open and how we should talk about our feelings all the bloody time but when it comes to the test you fail spectacularly, unable to reveal a basic truth. And then when we pick you up off the ground and give you a job, you go walkabout. So don’t you dare lecture me about family when that’s the way you repay us.’

      As he was talking his face flushed, growing somehow rounder. The lines around his mouth filled out, making him appear much younger. Sam was struck by the thought he might actually be regressing into childhood before her eyes.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Sam said quietly. ‘I just wanted to talk about what could be a new job like any daughter would with her parents. But because it’s about Africa you won’t – can’t – listen to me. It’s so bizarre.’

      Robert stood up quickly, his chair tottering behind him, threatening to fall.

      ‘I do not have to endure this in my own home. Sam I hope to God you know what you are doing. If you persist with this reckless idea it is entirely on your head. And if you are that stupid I’ll…’

      He let the sentence fold into its own rage as he crashed from the table, hurling the napkin onto the sofa and striding, white-lipped, upstairs. Alice began to cry and Sam mumbled an apology and headed for her own room, thinking how sad and inevitable it all was.

       

      Lying on her bed, Sam found herself on the verge of tears. She must have been mad to think she could live at home for more than a day. No one could be that repressed and plain bloody weird. She punched her pillow, remembering how often she had done exactly the same thing in the past. Christ, maybe it was her who was regressing. She looked round at the room that had always been her sanctuary. It was the same as when she’d left it ten years earlier, a shrine to late-teendom: photos of schoolfriends on a corkboard, Knebworth ’96 wrist bands, cut out images of Jackie Kennedy and Noel Gallagher. A couple of Labour election posters from ’97, her first-ever vote.

      That had turned out well. Like everything else.

      She sat up and drummed her fingers on her thighs, urging herself to pull herself together and come to a decision. She hadn’t realised how much the Cambridge episode still rankled her father. She shouldn’t be surprised, though: every time she thought about it herself, she felt daggers of hot embarrassment. Why on earth hadn’t she told Wheatcroft? Her head of chambers was nothing if not worldly. As he’d said in his little speech when he was ‘letting her go’, the original sin was petty – it was the cover up that was so stupid. ‘Nixon didn’t get impeached because inept burglars broke into the Watergate,’ he’d said. ‘It was the lies afterwards that did for him. Should have told me, Sam.’

      So she should. But how could she have foretold that a student prank would have had such consequences? All she’d done was glue a giant brassiere to the statue of her college’s alleged royal patron. When she’d discovered it wasn’t the king but his wife who’d put up the money to found the college, it had been important to make the distinction that it had been a woman – not a man – who should be celebrated, especially as he was lording it over everyone from his giant plinth on the pavement. A bra on the statue of the monarch seemed a light-hearted way of doing it. Unfortunately that hadn’t been the view of the Cambridge constabulary and less than a month later Sam was found guilty of criminal damage and fined two hundred pounds. It hadn’t worried the college authorities, so when she was interviewing for jobs in chambers it had seemed prudent not to mention it.

      What Sam hadn’t reckoned on was the intense rivalry in chambers. The porous interface between lawyers and police meant it had been no great effort on someone’s part to access her criminal record. A word in the right ears and it was only a matter of time before Wheatcroft heard about it and been obliged to act. Who had done the deed? Sam had her suspicions. For a year she’d had an on-off relationship with a colleague, a charming enough chancer – someone to pass the time of night with but nothing serious. It was within a week of her moving on from him that she’d been summoned and found her past re-emerging to strike her out of chambers, out of the Bar and, until Magnus had picked her up, bloody nearly out of the law entirely.

      So there wasn’t much to stay in England for. And yet going to Africa was such a decisive leap. Given her father’s lifelong abhorrence of all things African, a move to Kenya would make a difficult relationship infinitely worse. Perhaps she needed to stand up to him, but it did make it rather more than just a normal career choice. For someone who prided herself on her decisiveness, Sam was disconcerted to find she couldn’t see which path to take.

      One thing that she did know was that she urgently needed a cigarette. But they were in her coat downstairs and she couldn’t cope with the idea of running into the legions of the hurt and mad again. Instead, she let her eyes run along her bookshelf, pleased that her younger self at least had the good sense to read well. Atwood, Austen, the Brontës, Harper Lee, Virginia Woolf. Simone de Beauvoir. And there, next to The Second Sex, was the blue spine she realised she’d been searching for. The only material thing in the whole house from or about Africa.

      It was a child’s book, Flora and Fauna of Africa: A Young Naturalist’s Guide, by Charles Marlow. She pulled it out, opening it at random to inhale the musty pages. Her childhood rushed back with the scent, damp and mysteriously sweet, and she remembered hours of lying on the bed getting lost in its tales of the dark continent. She traced her finger along the worn lines of the cover picture etched in faded gold. A lion, his jaw open in a mighty roar, was standing on his hind legs, looking more like an heraldic device than something a naturalist might actually see. How she’d loved this book. ‘If the lion is King of the Savannah then the great grey hippopotami are the unquestioned Monarchs of River and Marsh. If we rise early enough we can often hear these magnificent beasts booming sonorously across riverbanks, their deep calls silencing even the mischievous vervet monkey forced by the bassoon notes to stop and pay homage.’ The words brought back the enchantment of discovery, picturing the great, grey Monarchs of River and Marsh, wishing she could have witnessed the cheeky vervet stopped in its tracks by bassoon notes.

      Leafing backwards, she found the page near the front where all the boring dates of imprints and editions were lodged. There, above it, were two inscriptions she’d forgotten about. The first, in fountain-pen ink read: Happy Seventh Birthday Bobby – my darling Man Cub. May you never forget this magical land. Your ever-loving father. The only remnant of Johnny Seymour and, Sam realised with a start, proof that his son Robert had once enjoyed the love of a real father.

      Then, underneath, another inscription, this one in pencil.

      
         

        Sam, it is time for you to have this now. I hope it gives you as great a pleasure as it gave me. Happy birthday. Father.

      

      She really hadn’t remembered that one.

      ‘Fuck.’

      She thrust the book aside and put her head in her hands, stretching back the skin at her temples. He was human. But such a bloody mess. Why did he have to take it out on her? Perhaps not going anywhere near Kenya would be the kindest thing. Was a job opportunity really worth sacrificing her family’s feelings? It was the only family she had. Yet she couldn’t stay here a moment longer, that was clear. Sam felt a decision edging closer. A friend of hers in London was about to go travelling and she’d ask if she could crash on her sofa for a week or so. Get a temp job. Travel, think – be free of this place without bringing the house down. Anyway, why would she want to get involved with government lawyers – government lawyers, for Christ’s sake – on a case about which she knew nothing and cared even less?

      She lay back on the bed and stretched out her legs. It was nearly ten. Good, her parents would go to sleep soon and she could sneak down for a cigarette. Another reason to get out of here. An adult, but still forced to hide in her bedroom. It was pathetic. Really. She groaned aloud, trying to make the noise stretch out for as long as possible until her breath ran out. Another thing she’d done when she was a child. Suddenly she expelled the remaining air in one sharp burst. Someone was knocking on the door.

      The head jutting apologetically into her room was not one she wanted to see. Sam sat up and folded her arms defensively. Her mother took a couple of paces inside the room, looking wretchedly nervous. What had once been pale beauty now seemed haggard, Sam thought cruelly, the skin stretched too tautly across cheekbones.

      ‘Yes?’

      Alice was writhing in her indecision. She was carrying something in her hands and her upper body was twisted, half turning back towards the door, uncertain whether to proceed. Not for the first time Sam wondered how she could possibly have been born to this woman to whom she bore no resemblance, physical or otherwise. Why hadn’t her mother helped earlier? It seemed to Sam she was complicit in the gaping lie that lay at the heart of her husband. Never once had she seen Alice try to open him up – or stand up to him for that matter. She sat there in ghostly silence, an emotional sponge-wraith soaking it all up, never facing up to anything real, weeping quietly like a bloody convent martyr when it kicked off.

      ‘What do you want?’

      Alice hesitated and looked so abject Sam was immediately annoyed at herself. Her mother’s passivity always managed to provoke her to aggression. She uncrossed her arms, gesturing for her mother to proceed.

      Alice approached the bed, standing quietly until Sam moved her legs. Perching neatly on the edge, she placed what she’d been carrying in the space between them.

      ‘Sorry. Don’t want to disturb you, but I thought it was time you saw this, Sam.’

      On the bed lay what looked like an ancient scrapbook, bulging with papers and photographs. It wasn’t anything like Sam had seen before, too large for A4 but smaller than A3, and covered in some kind of animal skin. Several leather thongs bound it together, wrapping the contents tight inside. It smelled faintly musty, even gamey, as if it had belonged to a zoo keeper or animal warden. She made no move to touch it.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘It was given to your father,’ Alice said, adding quickly, ‘he doesn’t know I’ve got it and you mustn’t tell him.’

      Sam looked at her mother sharply. Exchanging girlie secrets of the ‘don’t tell Daddy’ variety was as far from their routine as it was possible to get. She’d have been less surprised if she’d suggested they do mushrooms together.

      ‘Why, what’s in there?’

      ‘Just have a look, darling. It’s quite important actually. Please.’

      Darling? It must be serious. Sam poked at the scrapbook, feeling the bristles of the animal fur. Some species of deer, she thought. Gazelle. Her grandfather had written his name on the inside cover – John Lawrence Seymour. Lawrence?

      ‘You’re behaving oddly, Mummy,’ she said, turning the book around in her hands, still not opening it. ‘I’m feeling a little freaked.’

      To her surprise, Alice laughed softly.

      ‘But Sam, you’re always a little freaked. You mustn’t be quite so suspicious. I’m really not the enemy. Go on, take a look.’

      The edge of an old photograph jutted from the scrapbook and Sam extracted it cautiously. Holding it under the bedside lamp she was startled to see a black and white image of herself staring out from a foreign beach. The woman had the same oval face, the same slightly too large nose. Her hair was long like Sam’s, but wet and tousled from swimming. In the background waves crashed onto deserted sand and a line of palm trees swayed in idyllic holiday poster style. The picture only showed the woman’s top half – slender, tanned shoulders emerging from a dark bathing suit. She was hiding a smile and Sam knew that the woman was on the verge of saying something to make the photographer laugh.

      ‘Is that my grandmother?’

      ‘Yes, Tansy Thompson. She’s lovely isn’t she?’

      The mystery grandmother almost never mentioned, yet here she was staring up at her like a model from a fifties fashion shoot. What had she done to be excised so thoroughly from family history?

      ‘She’s beautiful.’

      ‘Well so are you darling. And now you know why. By all accounts she was rather formidable. As are you!’ Alice laughed again, before adding sadly, ‘They had to be quite tough in those days, but I think that despite all your bravado you’re gentler than her. I think – hope – that at least is one thing you got from me.’

      Sam glanced at her mother with a sudden twitch of sympathy. It must have been hard to have a child who looked and behaved nothing like you; to put up with a husband who had whole areas of his life you could never enter.

      ‘I get lots from you, Mummy,’ Sam said gamely.

      Alice shook her head.

      ‘I don’t think so, but it doesn’t matter, darling. Perhaps you’ll know if that’s true when you’ve looked at the rest.’ She pointed at the scrapbook. ‘It’s from your grandfather. It’s full of his old things. The pictures are particularly interesting. I hadn’t seen any of them before and I don’t suppose you have either.’

      Sam flicked through. It was stuffed with photographs, cuttings, maps, documents and even some letters. She pulled out another photograph. In this one a blond man was trying to evade the camera lens. He had an air of flying above it all, of not belonging; a wedge of hair aggressively pointed skywards. A camera was slung round his neck. Johnny.

      Another picture was of a scene at a party. A short man in a dinner jacket staring out through thick spectacle lenses that magnified his eyeballs alarmingly. He was flanked by a smiling Tansy in a glamorous ball gown and Johnny in a dull suit, looking to the side and wearing a look of deep embarrassment. On the back someone had written Grogan Littleboy and his protégés, Oct ’52.

      Next Sam picked out a yellowed newspaper cutting. She scanned it and saw it was about an investigation into a murder of a family, the correspondent describing a scene of barbarity and ‘dark horror’ too upsetting to repeat. A large picture showed a policeman standing in front of an old colonial bungalow. The headline read: GOVERNMENT MAN HACKED TO DEATH BY SERVANTS. WIFE AND BABY PERISH IN FRENZIED MAU MAU ATTACK. Underneath the picture the caption stated ‘Police scour Cunningham house for clues – picture taken by J. Seymour, Information Department’.

      She hadn’t even known he was a photographer. These pictures were the only images of her grandparents she’d ever seen. And the scrapbook was swollen with more.

      ‘Where did Daddy get this from? I didn’t think Johnny ever came back.’

      ‘He didn’t,’ her mother replied. ‘I think Magnus gave it to your father after he went to see Johnny back in the mists. Don’t know when – or the details, I’m afraid.’

      ‘But why are you showing it to me now?’ Sam asked. ‘I’ve asked endlessly about all of this and now you’ve produced this collection from my own grandfather that’s been hanging around for decades but which I never knew existed.’

      ‘I only found out about it myself a couple of days ago,’ Alice said. ‘Your father must have kept it hidden and taken it out again after he learned what Magnus was up to. I found it next to his bed last night. I’ve only had time to look at some of it, but if you’re going away it might be a good idea to go through it.’

      ‘But I haven’t decided that I am going yet. I was trying to talk about it at dinner but you saw: he just won’t have it. I don’t know what the best thing is to do.’

      ‘Really? You genuinely don’t know?’ Alice was shocked. ‘Of course you’ve got to go. Samantha Seymour, tell me you haven’t decided to stay.’

      Staring at her mother, Sam wondered if she’d strayed into a parallel life, one in which casual intimacy between mother and daughter was the norm. Her own mother never came to her room. Never shared confidences about her father, never expressed strong views.

      ‘What does Dad think?’ Sam asked. ‘He must be opposed to me going.’

      Alice took hold of her daughter’s hand, stroking the back of it with one finger just like she used to when Sam was little. Sam didn’t pull away. Her mother’s lips were moving silently, struggling to say more.

      ‘To be honest, Sam,’ she said, finally meeting her daughter’s gaze, ‘that’s the real reason I’m showing you this. He would never say so, but of course he wants you to go. More than anyone. This whole business about his past has been killing him. He doesn’t sleep, he hardly eats. He…’ She paused again before adding quietly, ‘It’s killing all of us, actually.’

      They sat in silence. Was that really how her father saw it? He’d never given a single hint that was what he felt. But then he was hardly likely to talk about something so intimate. Sam sighed, removing her hand from her mother’s to leaf through a bundle of documents fixed inside the scrapbook with a decaying rubber band.

      ‘Well, I’ll leave it with you,’ Alice said, smoothing her skirt as she got up from the bed. ‘But promise me you won’t make any decision until you’ve looked at it.’

      ‘I’ll try,’ Sam said.

      Her mother tentatively opened her arms for a hug. Sam stepped awkwardly into the embrace, realising with some shock it was the first time she’d been hugged by her mother for a very long time. In a night of surprises this was probably the biggest. The smell in the crook of her mother’s neck was exactly as Sam remembered, a hint of perfume, homely echoes of kitchen and garden. A safe smell, she thought; a smell she’d missed.

      ‘Thank you,’ Sam said. ‘For that as well as the scrapbook or album or whatever it is.’

      ‘Well, it’s your family history,’ her mother said quickly, their intimacy over. ‘And if anyone’s going to deal with it, it’s going to have to be you.’

      Alice took a few steps down the hall before turning.

      ‘I won’t be here tomorrow morning. I’ve got to run Magnus up to the hospital – endless checks, poor man. Waterworks, apparently. Anyway, I doubt I’ll see you before you go.’

      She gave a tight wave, her hand barely raised higher than her hip. She stared at her daughter, for a moment giving the impression she might be preparing to impart some final advice. Her mouth began to open but after a stutter of hesitation her lips neatly creased together and whatever she was going to say vanished behind the familiar antiseptic smile.

       

      Sam took the scrapbook and separated it into its different components. Placing the photographs to one side, she arranged the documents on another and put bits and pieces like maps and receipts in the middle. She scanned the titles, wanting to get a sense of what was in there before plunging in. The papers were a strange assortment of press releases from the colonial government’s Information Department, railway timetables, lists of building equipment and oddities like a call sheet of names for a punishment roster and an old ticket for a liner from Southampton to Mombasa. There were disappointingly few photos. Shots by a pool; a group of men in an office; several rural scenes containing zebras and one of an elephant with her baby. The rest were divided up into those of Tansy in various poses on a beach and a separate, grimmer bundle of snaps of some kind of African work detail.

      After being starved of information about Kenya and her grandparents for so long, the wealth of material spread out before her was so overwhelming, so intimate, it almost felt an intrusion to press on.

      Before her mother had come to her room, Sam had been veering towards staying in England. Now the main reason not to go had been removed. If her mother was right, her father actually needed her to go to Kenya. There was obviously unfinished business that neither he nor Magnus could deal with. Though how Sam could help was beyond her. Perhaps there would be clues amid these photos and scraps of written detritus that had drifted onto her bed from another age.

      She ran downstairs and fetched her cigarettes. Propping herself up on the window sill, she eased open a pane and lit one, exhaling the smoke out into the freezing Lincolnshire night. She held up the photograph of Johnny with his camera round his neck, shifting it in her hands so that it caught the light. That she resembled Tansy was without question, but it was her grandfather’s eyes which fascinated her. Johnny’s were more hooded than her own but the message they emitted, of not wanting to be there, of having some secret place he’d rather be, was exactly like hers. His stare was directly at the camera and as Sam peered back she tried to read what his eyes were signalling. Come? Stay away?

      Sam drew deeply on her cigarette and put the photograph down. Neither, of course. They were the eyes of a dead man from a long time ago in a very different land. It was absurd to think she’d garner any message from them. Yet there was something. She picked the photograph up again, studying the image once more.

      And there it was. She’d missed it the first time; too absorbed by the eyes. It was the mouth. At first glance it seemed to be set against the world, almost in a grimace. But now she saw the lips were slightly angled down at one side, in a kind of lopsided grin.

      She threw her cigarette out of the window and although the air was sharp with cold she hardly felt it, her thoughts already soaring away from frozen beet fields towards the heat of an Africa where her own grandfather could visit bungalows and witness scenes of barbarity, and yet still look at a camera and smile.
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Nairobi, October 1952

      Grogan Littleboy abhorred disorder. Of all things he detested, it was mess. What Africans did by the side of the road was their business. But this was an office – his office – not a latrine, and when he’d left here last night it had been in pristine condition, fit for purpose. Now it was a filthy hovel. Papers everywhere, desks not cleaned, a grotesque cartoon of an African’s head superimposed on the official photograph of the young Queen. Press cuttings were strewn over the floor, a map of Kenya half ripped off the wall. The ceiling fan lumbered slowly, wasting valuable generator fuel, but the room still smelled of sweat and stale cigarettes.

      Impossible as it seemed, it looked to Grogan as if someone had been holding a party.

      Grogan was by no means a tall man, nor was he thin, yet when he moved he did so lightly and with surprising fluidity, like an outsize ballerina sidestepping off the stage. Now he picked his way, if not daintily, then gingerly around desks, afraid of what he might discover, almost tripping over an empty bottle of South African Stillpot brandy. He grimaced at the staccato buzzing of a fly trapped drunkenly among the fumes. There was another noise from behind the stationery cupboard.

      Snoring.

      Grogan marched over and his small mouth pursed at the sight of a man lying on the floor, head lolling on a pillow fashioned from the East African Standard. The sleeping man’s mouth opened and closed in an ugly sucking motion. Grogan bent down, putting his lips close to the man’s ear, and bellowed:

      ‘Get up!’

      It had an immediate effect. A tall man in a rumpled jacket stumbled to his feet, hands held in front of him, palms up, as if he were warding off a threat. Which, to some extent, he was, though he was still too befuddled to understand its precise nature, his body merely reacting with the instinct for self-preservation that had helped him emerge from worse predicaments.

      ‘What the hell is this?’ Grogan said over his shoulder, already striding towards his office. ‘Clear it up and come and see me. In fact, clear yourself up too. You look rough as a badger’s arse.’

      Johnny Seymour swayed where he stood, not yet awake, but beginning to be aware of how ill he felt. He looked round in confusion and saw a pair of knee-length socks ending in sandals heading away from him. There was only one man who always wore shorts and socks, whatever the weather, whatever the occasion.

      The previous night strobed in Johnny’s head. Had she gone? Yes, thank God. He felt dizzy and in great need of water. What time was it? Christ, not even eight. Didn’t Grogan ever sleep? He grabbed the brandy bottle and made it to the toilet. He filled the bottle with tepid water and drank deeply before fishing in his trouser pockets to produce some aspirins. He downed them quickly with the rest of the water, not noticing the fly in the bottom. He splashed his face and tucked in his shirt. From a jacket pocket he found a tie and half a cigarette. Could be worse, he reckoned, staring at his bloodshot eyes in the mirror, trying to straighten the unkempt knot of hair protruding from the back. No new bruises, at least.

      Grogan was trying to get off the phone, and waving at Johnny to sit down.

      ‘Right,’ he was barking in his official voice. ‘Of course. That’s why we’re here… Don’t worry, we’ll deal with it… Yes, sir. Straight away.’ He placed the receiver back with care and glared at Johnny with Cromwellian intensity.

      ‘Thought you said you were going home.’

      ‘I got distracted. Shouldn’t have brought her here. Sorry. It was rather late.’

      Johnny’s voice was melodically reassuring, the tone conveying precisely the right ratio of apology to complicity – don’t be a bore, where’s the fuss? It wasn’t practised, but that’s what made it effective. He ran his hand over the back of his hair. Rueful yet unapologetic.

      ‘But what the hell are you doing here?’ he laughed. ‘When I left you were wrapped around Tansy. Weekends are meant to be for fun, Grogan, didn’t they tell you?’

      If it had been anyone else, Grogan would have quietly and with great precision had their guts. Quiet was Grogan’s way, but so too was evisceration. There were few in the office who hadn’t felt the acid of their boss’s displeasure. But Grogan took a different line with Johnny. Most thought he’d simply succumbed to the famous Seymour charm, though Porter and a few others believed there was more to it. It was known they went back a long way, but no one had yet unravelled the trail so nothing was said. Overtly at least.

      ‘Quite so,’ said Grogan dryly. ‘Tansy’s something, isn’t she?’

      Johnny lit his half cigarette and inhaled deeply. Fuck yes, he said to himself, because swearing had come naturally in the army, and afterwards the only people who swore more than soldiers were journalists and the satellites who aped them: his new, but in all other respects deeply uninteresting, colleagues, the Government Information Officers.

      Yes in-fucking-deed. Tansy Thompson certainly was something, though what she saw in Grogan and his long socks was beyond any of them. But then Tansy was unusual. Most nurses spent their leave by the pool at the Norfolk but Tansy slept all day, rising at cocktails to sing at the piano in the Night Bar. She should have been – usually was – just the type for Johnny but he obviously didn’t appeal; no one did. Now she only had eyes for Grogan. It was unlikely. In fact, looking at his boss sitting behind the desk with his crisp, short-sleeved Aertex shirt and prematurely balding head, it was preposterous. She was far too good for him, far too… attractive. The whole thing was wrong. Not natural. Like imagining your parents at it. More than wrong.

      Johnny shuddered and extinguished the cigarette on the sole of his shoe, noticing a hole developing in the Italian leather. He flicked the butt into the wastepaper basket, reluctantly tuning back into what Grogan was saying.

      ‘Put the office back together again and I’ll stand you lunch at the Stanley,’ Grogan said, levering his short body up from behind his desk. ‘You’ll need something in your stomach before this evening’s do. I can’t give you a lift up there so you’ll have to make your own way. Should only take a couple of hours on that machine of yours.’

      Johnny hadn’t been planning to do any work today. The world of information and the absurd apparatus of lying for Queen and country could surely wait until Monday morning. Anyway, he was aware of having arranged to meet the girl again. Grogan peered at him impatiently.

      ‘Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten? Jesus, man, get a grip. Six o’clock sharp. Nyeri Club. Best bib and tucker.’

      Johnny shook his head. How much had he drunk last night?

      ‘Sorry. Forgot all about it.’

      Grogan paused at the door and looked over his shoulder, owlish eyes magnified through the thick lenses of his spectacles.

      ‘C’mon, Johnny. If you’re going to understand anything about this snakepit you need to appreciate the farmer-settler perspective. Life looks a lot whiter from the White Highlands.’

      Johnny had already met some of the farmers at their Nairobi watering holes and mixing with them en masse in their own habitat was not something he’d envisaged doing voluntarily. Not that an invitation from Grogan could ever be classified as voluntary.

      ‘Sounds unmissable.’

      ‘Don’t be like that,’ Grogan said. ‘Might even be fun. One or two coming from the office. Mattingly certainly. Not Porter, I hope. But there’ll be a sprinkling of Old Kenya too. You should bring your camera – there’ll be lots to snap.’

      The idea of settlers being fun seemed extraordinary, but even more so was Grogan displaying any hint of what might constitute enjoyment.

      ‘Think of it as a means to an end,’ Grogan continued. ‘It’s what any of this is really. You won’t be working for Her Majesty for ever. It may seem early to be contemplating, but in my experience it pays to think ahead.’

      Johnny smiled to himself. This was more like it. He’d only been in the country two months and already his boss was proposing an escape route. Vintage Grogan.

      ‘All right, so what kind of a party is it?’

      Grogan grinned. ‘What kind?’ The spontaneous smile revealed a younger man, less sure of himself, more vulnerable, and Johnny began to understand what a woman like Tansy might see in him.

      ‘The valley may be a little less happy,’ Grogan said. ‘But there’s only one kind of party Old Kenya throws. I suspect you’ll need some more of those aspirins before the weekend’s out.’

       

      It was less than a hundred miles to the club at Nyeri but Johnny felt every yard. There should have been a romance to riding the open road but it had been absent in Kenya so far. A thousand potholes lurked in every mile, bigger and harder to avoid since the rains. He was torn between driving quickly and risking the suspension or dawdling to protect his beloved 1950 Triumph Thunderbird.

      He’d decided to take it easy. They hadn’t lingered over lunch as even on a Saturday there were meetings Grogan was mysteriously obliged to attend, and Johnny calculated he could afford to be careful and still make good time. Endless nonsense from Customs at Mombasa meant the Triumph had taken six weeks to arrive. He didn’t want to put her in a garage immediately. It seemed as if no one had ever seen a motorbike before, although it was probably true they hadn’t seen one as beautiful as this, Johnny thought, easing the throttle to stay clear of a line of Kikuyu women, graceful despite the weight of firewood on their heads.

      Going slowly gave him the chance to see the countryside. Once he’d cleared the fumes of Nairobi the views were flawless right up to the Aberdares, the high hills at the centre of the White Highlands. In the short time he’d been here he couldn’t get enough of the scenery, a fluency of emerald and red everywhere he looked.

      Off the main road, he wound through miles of European coffee, tea and sugar-cane plantations. Here countless green bushes were tiered and layered upon the warm red earth of the most fecund land in Africa. It was said that if you left a stick in the ground overnight it would have spread roots by morning, produced leaves by the end of the week. Europeans were proud of transforming the territory into one of the most productive on the continent and their plantations defined the landscape. If Africans were present in the White Highlands at all nowadays, it was mainly as servants. Many of the Kikuyu had been moved onto native reserves, though some had remained in illegal squats, growing banana and sisal on small shambas dotting the route up into the hills.

      At a bend in the road he pulled up to ease his stiff back. He’d made good speed and there was time for a cigarette. He parked the bike in the shade of a Mopani tree and strolled to the verge. The hillside below was covered with the green shrubs of a tea plantation. The air was sparkling and fresh. In the distance smoke from a few shambas wisped into the clear blue but otherwise there was no sign of anyone, just hills and green and sky. It was serenely peaceful and Johnny understood why people of all races coveted this place.

      It was always about land in the end.

       

      He arrived at the club an hour later, relieved to have made it before dusk. Travelling by night wasn’t officially dangerous but he’d heard rumours of lurking roadside gangs and had no desire to find out if they were true. Despite the relatively early hour, festivities were already in full swing. Cars overlapped on the driveway with African drivers standing by, smoking or polishing bonnets. He placed the Triumph in full view of the club’s front windows, not wanting it to be pilfered overnight. Retrieving his camera and holdall, he heard jazz and laughter tinkling from the rear lawns. Europeans here liked to take their parties outside, levering floral-print sofas and armchairs into a wide circle around a fire, echoing the span of wagons and rings of thorns their grandparents might have built. A group of younger men were running about on a neighbouring stretch of lawn, jackets and ties off, playing a game with cricket bats and what looked like a large beach ball. They were braying and sweating, urged on by the cheers of some of the women. Johnny slipped past, praying he wouldn’t have to join in.

      The club’s sleeping quarters were in a series of smaller houses a short stroll from the main complex. Like so much colonial architecture, these buildings were an echo of a certain sort of English home, a confusion of mock Tudor and country cottage with a dash of the veldt to wild it up. Floral cushions and zebra skins, hunting prints and antelope heads.

      Yet despite its Home Counties camouflage and evasions, Nyeri was a long way from Surrey. Almost straddling the equator, it stood some five and a half thousand feet above sea level. It got cold at night, a blessed relief for Nairobi swamp-dwellers like Grogan who came alive when he saw his own breath, but an ordeal for Johnny who hated the cold. He shivered, feeling as if he’d walked back in time to the camphor chill of his prep school. There was a reason why he’d spent the last five years moving ever southwards.

      His bedroom seemed determined to shut out any warmth, as if admittance of the African sun constituted a betrayal of pale principles. A pair of fraying blue gingham curtains looked as if they’d not been opened in half a century. The only light was provided by a dim bedside lamp, its cream shade yellowed by decades of nicotine. A smell of mildew sweetened the room and he feared there might be something rotting beneath the floorboards. Johnny threw his bag on the bed and snorted. What would Kenya’s golden generation think about their fabled watering hole now?

      He flung open a window, savouring the clean air. The room looked out on a side lawn where a couple was walking the grounds, stopping occasionally to appreciate the view. A tall man strode past, greeting them cheerily. God – Mattingly. One of the dullest people he’d ever met. Johnny shared a desk with him and had already grown heartily sick of his cherubic red face oozing with unreliable benevolence. Thankfully Mattingly had taken to slipping out of the office at lunch, returning hours later smelling of booze. Rumour was he kept a native girl in town but Johnny didn’t believe he had the balls.

      He forced himself to stop thinking about the office. Out here and beyond was where he should be. The club was on top of a hill, and where the lawns ended the real Africa began – coils of shrubs and dense forest as far as the eye could see, sweeping down to a river valley that swelled on the other side towards mountains shimmering blue in the dipping sun. He yearned to be in amongst it, not here with settlers and farmers, knocking back chota pegs and stengahs, complaining about servants or the impact of the crisis on seed prices.

      It wasn’t even that much of a crisis. Apart from the terrible one-off business with the Carter family last month, the reported upsurge in violence was all tribal – Kikuyu on Kikuyu – and a curfew in some of the outer suburbs seemed to be quelling that. And while it was true the murder rate had shot up in the native quarters, for Johnny, as for most Europeans, that was just a statistic in a newspaper. Aside from dealing with tremors of intent from African labourers and servants, life for the British, in Nairobi at least, was continuing as normal. Perhaps it was different in the bush; everyone said the capital was like another country.

      Through the window he watched the couple complete their circuit of the grounds, and as they wandered nearer he recognised Grogan. It was the first time he’d seen him without the famous long socks. He was arm in arm with a woman whose dress covered her feet, so she appeared to be floating across the lawn. She was tall, and when she leant down to talk to Grogan their shadows on the grass fused, the dark hair coiffed high on her head mutating into the horn of some misshapen beast. She laughed and he was mesmerised by the sound. A glissando that ought to have been flowing across an opera stage. But it ended in such a raucous, throaty chuckle that, as absurd as it sounded, he thought Grogan must have been telling a dirty joke.

      Tansy. 

      Johnny wanted to hear more, was envious, he realised, not to have made her laugh himself. He continued watching, but when Grogan pulled Tansy to him with a stubby forearm and reached up to caress her neck, an image of an old painting he’d once seen in Venice snapped unbidden into his head and he saw a priapic old satyr coupling with a nymph. He forced himself to look away. The move caught Tansy’s eye and she broke off, peering in his direction. Annoyed, Grogan followed her gaze, but when he saw Johnny he brightened.

      ‘Johnny!’ He waved. ‘You made it. Good.’

      ‘Hello, Grogan. How did you get here so fast?’

      ‘New driver. Kikuyu fellow – knows all the back roads. Quite competent for a change. Macharia something. Dig him out of the pool next time you go into the field.’

      The couple advanced towards his window. Johnny was concerned they’d think he’d been spying on them. He reached in his pocket for a cigarette, searching for a smokescreen. He didn’t need one. It would never have occurred to Grogan that Johnny might be staring at him. And even if he’d noticed he wouldn’t have minded. Grogan Littleboy was a man who enjoyed being examined.

      ‘You’ve met Tansy Thompson?’ Grogan asked.

      ‘Of course.’

      He allowed himself to look at Tansy properly. She was standing about a foot away, near enough for him to catch wafts of an expensive perfume. Her evening gown was clasped at the neck with a precious green stone. Unruly dark hair was piled high on her head, make-up accentuated her cheekbones and she exuded an air of classical elegance. Suddenly the sophistication evaporated as she lurched, grasping Grogan’s arm for support.

      ‘Bugger!’

      Johnny stifled a laugh as one of her heels sank into the lawn. Tansy fumbled under her dress to remove her shoes.

      ‘That’s better,’ she said, beaming at Johnny. ‘Hello.’

      Grogan frowned, clasping the lapels of his dinner jacket, as if he might address them both. But he changed his mind and peered inside Johnny’s room.

      ‘See you’ve found yourself a cushy billet. So, when you’ve changed, get yourself a drink and come and find me. Mattingly’s about somewhere – have you seen him?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well, Tansy and I won’t be staying long as we’ve got an early start tomorrow, so make it quick.’

      ‘Oh?’ Johnny asked, but Grogan was already marching off, drawing Tansy away. She tugged against him, turning back towards Johnny.

      ‘Clinic,’ she said, smiling lopsidedly. ‘His Lordship needs to attend the clinic.’

      ‘Is he ill?’

      ‘Oh yes. He’s a… very… sick… man.’

      She giggled, and though the gaps between her words might have been for emphasis, Tansy was swaying and Johnny suspected she’d been drinking.

      ‘Very funny,’ Grogan said, moving off. ‘See you later, Johnny. Come on, Tansy.’

      Tansy stuck her tongue out at his retreating back.

      ‘Honestly, Grogan, sometimes you’re so bloody…’

      She left the sentence hanging and glared, placing the hand clutching her shoes defiantly on her hip, continuing to stare at him after he’d gone. Abruptly, she turned to Johnny.

      ‘My dear Mr Seymour. Johnny. I do hope you’re not going to be a bore as well.’

      ‘I can assure you, I shall endeavour not to be.’

      Tansy gave a short laugh.

      ‘Well, you’d better watch it. You already sound like him.’

      ‘I’m nothing like Grogan,’ Johnny snapped.

      Tansy, who’d moved away a couple of steps, stopped and smiled. Sadly, he would think later, but for now he was happy just to be caught in her beam.

      ‘Well that is a relief,’ she said. ‘Not sure Kenya could cope with any more Grogans. See you later, I hope.’

       

      The minute Johnny had seen Grogan’s dinner jacket he’d feared he was seriously underdressed. And so it proved. Most of the party had moved inside the clubhouse and were sitting around Formica-topped tables or congregating in standing groups, the chatter growing louder as champagne cocktails were thrown down sunburned necks. Without exception, the men wore dinner jackets while the women were in glamorous long dresses with glittering jewels to match. Amid all this formal evening attire, Johnny thought his suit resembled something a manager of a bank might wear. He might as well be naked; the humiliation would be the same. Actually, that part probably wasn’t true. If any of Old Kenya really were here they’d probably prefer a birthday suit. Johnny grinned. Like everyone, he’d heard the scandalous stories: wife-swapping, cocaine, jealousy and murder amid the plantations. Some of the big houses where the orgies had taken place were not far from here, on the other side of the valley out towards Naivasha. High Veldt was the nearest, a vast ranch house now owned by a South American millionaire, where the libidinous former hostess was said to have luxuriated in the nude in front of unbelted earls and unbuttoned ladies, offering drugs and sexual favours to all comers.

      Johnny couldn’t see Grogan but Tansy was standing near the piano, talking to a couple of men. To his annoyance, he realised one of them was Mattingly. He couldn’t believe Tansy would give him the time of day but she appeared to be laughing at something he’d said. Johnny grabbed a champagne flute off a passing salver and threaded through the party, determined to head that one off. But halfway there he heard his name being called. Grogan was waving him over. He approached reluctantly and his boss grimaced, indicating his suit.

      ‘Sorry,’ Johnny said. ‘Didn’t get the message about the uniform. Hope they’re not going to chuck me out.’

      A lean, older man on Grogan’s right grunted ‘They might,’ before thrusting out a hand.

      ‘How d’you do. Sullivan.’ His grip was hard and he maintained it longer than would have been polite in England, appraising the new arrival. He gestured towards his companion. ‘This is Crawshaw. He keeps cows and I’ve got a place over there’ – he nodded towards the air behind Johnny’s head – ‘where we try to grow something in this pest-ridden paradise.’

      ‘What he means,’ Grogan said, ‘is that Crawshaw operates one of the biggest cattle concerns in Nyeri, while Sullivan here runs coffee and pyrethrum plantations of – what is it Jack? More than forty thousand acres, I think. Suffice to say Jack Sullivan is one of the largest landowners north of Naivasha.’

      ‘We do what we can,’ Sullivan drawled. ‘So what brings you to Kenya, young Seymour? You’ve picked a fine time to arrive. Are you attracted by trouble or just plain ignorant? You certainly have the look of an ignoramus – you’re dressed like a fucking Pondicherry clerk.’

      Johnny estimated Sullivan had to be in his early sixties. Crawshaw was younger, over-groomed, a cloying aftershave clinging to cheeks starting to mottle. Sullivan’s hair was white, standing out from sun-basted features like sheepskin on a mahogany floor. There was a glint in his eye, impossible to tell if it was humour or malice. Grogan was playing with the stem of his glass, avoiding eye contact.

      Johnny ran his tongue over his front teeth before pursing his lips. It was an unconscious gesture that made him appear more reflective than he felt but it gave him time, a literal pause for thought. He knew he should say nothing, but he couldn’t stand the way Crawshaw was leering.

      ‘Well, it’s kind of you to ask, Mr Sullivan. The truth is, and I’m sorry to break it to you like this – you too Grogan – that my job at Information is just a cover. I’ve actually been sent here by London to report on you red-necked bastards to see whether you need your hand held in a crisis or whether we should just give the entire country to the people who deserve it, what are they called? Mau Mau, isn’t it?’

      Grogan’s eyes narrowed.

      ‘Johnny…’

      Sullivan stared at Johnny, his grip tightening on his glass. Suddenly he clapped Johnny on the shoulder with a mighty thump that knocked him sideways, spilling his drink. He tossed his white mane back and roared. Grogan joined in with an unconvincing titter while Johnny stood, grinning defiantly through his embarrassment.

      ‘Your man’s all right, Grogan,’ Sullivan declared. ‘Good for you, Seymour, you’ll do. Now have a proper drink.’ The settler drained the remains of his champagne and looked round the bar, shouting ‘BOY!’ until a waiter appeared.

      ‘Whisky all round. Strong. And hurry up about it. Haraka!’

      When the drinks arrived Sullivan said ‘God save the new Queen and may the ladies always oblige,’ and they all clinked glasses. Grogan spotted someone over Johnny’s shoulder and moved away, raising a warning eyebrow as he passed behind Sullivan’s back.

      ‘Not often you find a government man with a sense of humour,’ said Sullivan, still chuckling. ‘You’re going to need it. You find yourself in interesting times, young Seymour. The natives are stirring. Are indeed decidedly restless.’

      ‘Too bloody right they are,’ Crawshaw said. ‘Did you hear about Fitch? Thirty of his cattle destroyed this morning. Wogs cut their hamstrings. Animals were in so much pain he had to shoot them. Brought them up since calves. Cried like a baby.’

      ‘You’d better report it to the district officer,’ Sullivan said. ‘Add it to the tally. Cunningham should be here tonight. Haven’t seen him yet.’

      ‘Connie’s probably taken him off to the Nanyuki hunt ball,’ Crawshaw guffawed. ‘She likes a younger crowd. Either that or she’s three sheets to the wind. By now she —’

      ‘Who was it that attacked Fitch’s animals?’ Johnny interrupted.

      Crawshaw turned to Johnny, as if he’d noticed him for the first time.

      ‘Interesting question,’ he answered slowly. ‘Fitch did turn a couple of his milk boys over to the police. Doesn’t know if they did it, but he felt they should’ve been protecting the cows. Even if they weren’t guilty it doesn’t really matter: Mau Mau bastards have infiltrated every bloody estate in the Highlands. Can’t trust a single one of the hands now.’

      Sullivan looked grave, and added, ‘That makes five farms in the last fortnight. God knows what happens when they get bold enough to take on the people who run them. No disrespect, Seymour, but when the government gets involved things always take a turn for the worse.’

      ‘Not sure I follow?’

      ‘No good outlawing Mau Mau after you’ve closed down all the Kyukes’ legitimate organisations. They need to be talking to these buggers, not just arresting them all. Simply drives them underground.’

      ‘Don’t agree,’ Crawshaw said. ‘Talking to the wogs never achieved anything. Government’s trouble is doing too little too late. Speaking of which, Sullivan, some of the chaps have been talking to the Zebra. He wants to form a commando to stand guard; sort the bastards out. Interested?’ He turned to Johnny. ‘We know how to handle them without the government’s help. If they want to play, we’ll give them a fucking game.’

      Sullivan grunted.

      ‘Vigilante nonsense won’t cut it. If we’re going to sort this out before the kettle starts boiling blood, we’ll need the cooperation of the African. That means listening. Not that you cattle men know how to listen to anything but the sound of your cows farting in the fields.’

      Crawshaw reddened and put his drink down. He nodded curtly to Johnny and strode uncertainly towards another group, who opened their circle to admit him. A tall man, whip-thin with a red face and hair slicked back in the old Happy Valley style, was holding court. He looked across and nodded to Sullivan, who returned the gesture respectfully before draping a giant arm round Johnny’s shoulders and shepherding him towards the door.

      ‘Ignore Crawshaw. New breed. Been here five minutes, took over land that was already worked and made a lot of easy money. Now they think they understand the African. Treat the labour like dirt. If I worked on his farm I’d be a fucking Mau Mau. Right, come and look at this. I’ll show you a slice of the real Kenya. Never ceases to amaze.’

      Outside the air was cool, the dew already beginning to form on the grass. Sullivan looked back inside and shook his head.

      ‘Can’t understand why the Zebra puts up with fools like Crawshaw.’

      ‘Zebra?’

      ‘Tall chap talking to Crawshaw. Real name’s Graves. Ewart Graves. Now, he really is old school – his family have been here since the ark – but he can’t be bothered with coffee or cattle. For him Africa’s about enjoying the wild, not taming it. Sold his farm before the war. Been a hunter ever since.’

      Johnny thought that if he stayed in Kenya he might want the same, though he wasn’t sure how he’d take to hunting. Shooting with a camera was probably all he was good for now.

      ‘One of the best trackers in the business,’ Sullivan continued. ‘Tough as a Masai. No wonder Tansy bats her pretty little lashes at him.’

      ‘What?’ Johnny almost shouted. ‘She can’t have. I mean, surely…’

      Sullivan laughed again, not unkindly.

      ‘Did she catch your eye too, Seymour? Well beware. Take it from an old campaigner, there’s a wild streak in those Thompson women. Playing one silverback off against another is par for the Tansy course. I remember when her mother was younger she…’ He stopped himself with a snort.

      ‘Anyway,’ Sullivan said, pointing up. ‘Look at that. Takes your breath away doesn’t it?’

      Johnny had seen the Southern Cross from the window of his Nairobi hotel room, but it had not prepared him for this. The sky seemed infinite, undisturbed by any artificial light. A rolling black curtain punctured by pure white stars and a perfect crescent moon starting to rise. Ten thousand candles flickering in an endless cave.

      ‘It’s magnificent,’ Johnny whispered.

      For the next twenty minutes they watched the stars multiplying until the heavens were more glitter than darkness. Sullivan knew his stars, naming the constellations for Johnny, the Hero, the Hunter, the Twins, and when they walked back inside, he stuck out a hand.

      ‘Glad we’ve met, Seymour. When Grogan said one of his boys was coming up here to learn a few things, I admit I was prepared to despise you on sight. Grogan’s a tricky bugger and I imagined one of his disciples to be even trickier. But you’re not really one of them are you?’

      Johnny wondered if he should be confiding in a near stranger. But his instincts told him Sullivan might be a man he could trust.

      ‘Well no, I’m not really “one of them”,’ he said. ‘But I do owe Grogan a lot. He was my old CO during the war. Giving me this job allowed me to pull myself out of a stupid mess I was getting into after it all ended. I had a bit of a… I’d seen a lot… a lot of…’

      Johnny couldn’t finish the sentence. There was no way of describing what he’d seen.

      ‘No need to explain,’ Seymour said. ‘Nothing wrong with loyalty. Anyway, no one has to know why. You’re in a new country now. Chance to reinvent yourself.’

       

      Muraya Macharia had stopped polishing the official Austin some hours ago. Unlike most of the other drivers, he didn’t smoke and had no desire to chat to the female kitchen servants. Yet he was not bored. Apart from foraging a cup of tea, he’d remained at his post. There was much to observe. Besides, Bwana Grogan might appear at any time. Macharia had been working for the Information Department for less than a week but already he knew his boss to be both unpredictable and demanding. He’d never been rude, nor raised his voice, but the other drivers warned him that the instant Macharia put a foot wrong the Bwana would have no hesitation in sacking him. Then it would be back to being a filing clerk or, worse, expelled to the reserves. That could not be allowed to happen.

      He was well qualified for the job but even so, he was lucky to have been taken on. The British were increasingly careful who they employed. Macharia was barely into his thirties but there were few men his age who knew how to drive and speak English. The one he’d learned from his brother, a mechanic in Nairobi, the other from the mission school at Gatura. He’d done so well there the Christian Brothers had tried to persuade him to go on to teachers’ training college. But by the time he’d acquired the necessary grades, the world had moved on. The teaching profession used to be one of the few ways out for a man of his background, but now there were other possibilities. Mau Mau was strong, growing more powerful every day, and Macharia’s learning had marked him out as someone who could take advantage.

      The men who had inducted him into the Movement were delighted he’d slipped through Special Branch’s vetting, anticipating how the Information Department was likely be at the heart of the struggle.

      ‘Watch everything. Do not draw attention to yourself and wait for orders,’ they’d said. ‘Your time will come.’

      And if that meant standing still by the car all night while Bwana Grogan and his woman cavorted among the decadence, that’s what he would do. Through the windows he could see the whites at play and it did not seem much different from watching them at work, clumsily milling around, drinking, preparing to fornicate with each other’s women. And through everything the wazungu played their games. Polo, cricket, riding, racing. Dancing. The elders talked about orgies and depravity in the old days, before the European war. It was not as bad now but there was still decadence here. And one thing Macharia had absorbed from poring over Gibbon and other English histories in the school library was that decadence in an Empire preceded its fall.
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