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Chapter One

A

dam and I are twins, alike as two peas in a pod, except
that I have a front tooth missing, which is a pity, being
a girl. As it is, people say that Adam is too beautiful to be a
boy and the old-fashioned ones call me a tomboy and the
others, our stepmother’s friends, think I’m like something
out of a horror comic. Our stepmother, who keeps herself
very thin, so that people think she is too delicate to do
anything except go to parties in the most lovely clothes, has
never seemed to take to either of us very much. She says
“Well, chicks?” in a vague sort of way if we happen to cross
her path, but we’ve always had the impression, right from the
start, that she’d prefer our room to our company, and so our
father, too, began to take the attitude that children should not
only not be heard, but preferably not seen either.
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Which was why, no doubt, we found ourselves crossing
from America to England to go and live with our Uncle
William.
We didn’t enjoy the crossing much, though at first it
seemed wonderful that we should be away on our own,
leaving the hot, smart place we never remembered to call an
apartment instead of a flat, leaving the school we disliked
because it seemed so unnatural to be at it together, and to get
away from all the endless fussing and rules made to keep us
out of our parents’ way. Father is rather an important person
and had been sent over to America on what was called a
Mission. When I heard the word “mission” I thought of Dr
Livingstone, but it wasn’t that sort of mission at all, nor,
come to that, was Father one’s idea of a missionary. Adam
said it was political and that we’d better not talk about it,
politics being, it seemed, akin to all the other things best not
talked about, at least in front of Mademoiselle, who looked
after our stepmother’s clothes and nervous system and gave
us our cornflakes at the supper we had so horribly early to
get us out of the way. You couldn’t mention, for instance, if
a dog you knew was expecting puppies, and never, on any
account, what anything cost. At least, we weren’t allowed to
mention things like that, and that was another reason why we
disliked school, because being prigs and cissies made us
different from the others even more than being English.
We found we were different on the boat too, and that was
why we didn’t enjoy the crossing, which seemed, when we
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first stepped on board, as if it would be the gateway to
freedom. The English travellers thought we were American,
because of our clothes and the things we had got used to
eating, and the Americans thought we were dumb, sly little
things, upstage and not real cute at all. I suppose really the
answer is that nobody likes children of fourteen whatever
their nationality and habits, as you can’t say what you want
in front of them and they’re too old to be played with and
make quaint remarks.
Most of our time, of course, was taken up with wondering
what Uncle William would be like. We felt he must be
terribly old—“You are old, Father William, the young man
said, and your hair has become very white.” I read too many
books—I was told that by everyone, even though there was
nothing to do in the flat—I mean, apartment—except read—
and so I had a muddled up picture in my mind of a Wicked
Uncle, a miser, Old Father William incessantly standing on
his head, and Cedric’s grandfather in Little Lord Fauntleroy.
Adam was more scholarly than me, and thought about King
John and Richard III, and by the time we reached
Southampton, with frightful inferiority complexes because
we wore blue jeans and didn’t like deck games, he was ready
to think we were bound to be murdered in the long run, if we
escaped having our eyes put out first.
Mrs Allibone, who had been at school with our stepmother’s cousin and was supposed to look after us on the
boat, said over and over again that she was sure our uncle
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would be splendid, as our father was so good-looking, the
best type of soldier, though we assured her equally often that
Uncle William was our mother’s brother and therefore
couldn’t resemble our father in any possible way. Which was
a relief to us in most ways. Father—we were never allowed
to call him anything else, I suppose because he thought we
might get into the habit of calling him Pop—was always
telling Adam to stand up straight and show some gumption
and me that I was a grubby little hooligan.
Mrs Allibone was going to what she called drop us off at
Uncle William’s house. It was called Stone House. which
depressed Adam even more, because it sounded as if it might
have a dungeon where other people had cellars and terribly
thick walls that would muffle all cries for help.
We hoped Mrs Allibone—she asked us to call her Fay,
but we could never remember, not having been brought up
that way—would say she must have a cup of real English tea
and a good old railway station Bath bun before proceeding
on our way, but she didn’t. There was a car to meet her and
she whisked us into it at once and it drove away without a
backward glance at any of the eating-places, which all looked
a bit shut and unwilling to feed us after the American ones,
which blazed with lights and tempting advertisements and
where you could help yourself, always supposing you had
enough money to pay for what you took.
It was the rich kind of car that always made poor Adam
feel sick, and he turned greener and greener, and I could feel
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him adding to his other worries by wondering if Uncle
William would have a car like this and make us drive to
church with him, the one where you couldn’t ask if you could
go to the bathroom. Stone House, we had decided, would be
miles from anywhere, and we wouldn’t be able to move a
step except in a Rolls or a Daimler, smelling of rich
upholstery and gliding along on horrid, spongy springs.
He went to sleep on my shoulder after a bit, and Mrs
Allibone said he wasn’t his father’s son, was he?—and
repeated the statement that our father was every inch a
soldier. I resented that, as I always did resent people
criticising Adam. It was bad luck, and not his fault, that he
hated heights and meeting strangers and above all riding.
Father was very keen on our riding, and we bumped about
twice a week at a smart riding school kept by a tough English
person called Marion Grice. Marion Grice said I was her best
pupil and because of that Father was merely gratified when I
came back one day minus a front tooth. My stepmother said
it ruined what looks I had, but before anything could be done
about it by one of those American dentists who wear white
coats and look like clinical sort of Cossacks and are supposed
to be the best in the world, necessarily, Father said, because
of all the ice-water people drink, Father’s Mission came to
an end and he was appointed to somewhere else. As far as
we could disentangle from Mademoiselle’s torrents of
French, the climate of wherever it was was too bad and the
conditions too unsettled and what grown-up people called
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“educational facilities” totally lacking, so that we couldn’t
go with them, which was why we had been shipped off to
live with Uncle William whether we liked it or no, or, for
that matter, Uncle William either. Nobody knew what
educational facilities there were round Stone House, and it
was too late to send Adam to a public school to be made a
man of, at least to the kind of school Father would have
thought worthy of his son. Our stepmother, who could not, I
suppose, be expected to take much interest in our future, said
quickly there’d be a Vicar and that he could teach us both,
but we hadn’t got round to worrying about a Vicar we did
not know for certain existed.
As we got nearer to Stone House I began to get nervous
myself, because I knew Adam was dreading it, and Mrs
Allibone tried to cheer me up by saying how much we were
going to enjoy country life in England after being what she
called Out There. She told me about her daughter, Amanda,
who I at once began to hate, and how much she enjoyed the
Pony Club, which was run by somebody called Diana
Jardine, though she didn’t say if she was Mrs or Miss. I
thought to myself she would turn out to be exactly like
Marion Grice, only even bossier and tougher, because she
didn’t have to earn her living and thus sometimes feel she
had to keep her clients in a good temper and not let too many
children go home without their front teeth.
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I was glad Adam was still asleep. I thought would dread
Mrs or Miss Jardine even more than Uncle William and the
dungeon.
Amanda, Mrs Allibone went on, simply adored every
minute of Pony Club Camp, which was like the jolliest kind
of school imaginable and splendid for what she called
Onlies, of which Amanda apparently was one. In all the
school books I had read, from the rich store my mother had
left, anyone called Amanda Allibone would have been teased
almost to death, and I thought that Adam was really very silly
to be ashamed of being called Adam. Luckily my parents
hadn’t been foolish enough to call me Eve, which would
have been too much of a good thing, but only Jane, which is
quite ordinary.
Mrs Allibone said, as if she was offering us some
tremendous treat, that we should meet Amanda quite soon,
as they lived in the same country. That mystified me, but I
found out later that people who hunt always talk about
different countries even if a place is only a few miles away.
She said she hoped we’d all see a lot of each other, and it
occurred to me that she might have marked down Uncle
William, not thinking he’d have white hair and be grim and
miserly, as a possible third husband.
I could see why our stepmother had married twice,
because she was very good-looking and always what
Mademoiselle called bien soignée, which was, I was given to
understand, the very opposite of my own appearance, but
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Mrs Allibone was just like a horse: one of the nastier kinds
of horse belonging to Marion Grice. That was one of the
reasons it was impossible to remember to call her Fay. She
should have been called one of the brisk hearty names people
bestow on mares. She was very rich, of course, judging by
her car, and perhaps if Uncle William were a miser he’d like
that and be prepared to put up with the rough of her and
Amanda in return for the smooth of her money.
The roads had become lanes and the car no longer glided
along so smoothly and upsettingly and Adam woke up and it
was plain that he thought for a moment he was still on the
Queen Mary.
At last we came to an even smaller and ruttier lane that
had a signpost at its mouth saying Private Road to Stone
House. I was surprised not to see a notice underneath saying
Trespassers will be Prosecuted. Beware of the Dog.
Concealed Mantraps.
Mrs Allibone twitched her hard felt hat to a different
angle, though it made things no better, asked me if I’d got a
comb, and remarked that Adam looked a bit peaky.
“Excitement, I expect,” she said, meaning she was mad to
see Uncle William herself.
The car lurched and bumped in and out of the ruts and the
chauffeur got out and opened a ricketty wooden gate as
though he were afraid of catching something, and I told
myself that if Mrs Allibone wanted Amanda to become our
bosom friend, the sprat to catch the whale Uncle William,
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she would have to drive the car herself or else buy a jeep and
pay her calls in that. We went up a short drive that was in
even worse repair than the lane, and behind a lot of
overgrown and rather funereal bushes and shrubs was Stone
House itself.
It wasn’t in any way like Pomfret Castle or the Tower of
London, at least from the outside, but just an ordinary tall
house with stucco on it and a porch that looked as if it would
fall down on your head if you rang the bell at all hard.
We had to ring the bell hard in the end, because nobody
came in answer to our first genteel attempts. The whole place
was as silent as a churchyard, stewing there in the hot
afternoon sun, and after a bit I could sense Adam imagining
Uncle William dead in bed, probably murdered by his
housekeeper before she absconded with his entire fortune
stuffed into old socks. I myself was bitterly regretting all the
hundreds of tea shops, hotels and Cosy Cafés we had left
unvisited behind us on the way from Southampton.
After we had made a good deal of noise in case Uncle
William’s butler or parlour-maid were deaf, though to me it
looked the kind of house that wouldn’t rise beyond what our
stepmother’s friends slightingly called a hired girl, and
nothing happened in reply, not even the distant bark of a
savage, chained-up mastiff, Mrs Allibone resigned herself to
the fact that Uncle William was out, because no doubt in
what she called her country sudden death was a rarity and it
clearly had not entered her head he might be lying stark on a
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four-poster bed. She told us breezily we must walk in and
make ourselves at home, but, after calling out that we must
get together with Amanda, she drove away before she had to
be an accomplice to our house-breaking,
I thought for one awful minute Adam was going to cry,
and that would have been dreadful for him, because although
everyone always said crossly that I was as tough as old boots,
Father had told him that a decent boy always stood up for his
sister, and though no doubt it hadn’t occurred to Father that
our first action on reaching our English home would be to
burgle it, he would, had he known it, expect Adam to take
the initiative, opening the rusted-up scullery window with his
clasp knife from the vantage point of a crumbling foothold
in the stucco.
I didn’t think Adam was home-sick, because he was
rather frightened of Father and of course a stepmother isn’t
the same thing as a mother, also he hated every stick and
stone of America, what with the noise and the traffic and the
pace of everything and even the pressing friendliness of
strangers, but he was still car-sick and frightened and afraid,
I knew, that he would stammer when Uncle William finally
emerged from somewhere tapping his way along with a
blackthorn stick. Also we could see two horses in a paddock
at the side of the house, and Father would have told Uncle
William that we were as keen as mustard and could safely be
put up on anything.
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I said, as convincingly as I could, that they looked awful
old screws to me and were probably just about to be sent to
the knackers, but actually they only looked bony and untidy
because they were young, three year olds, I thought, twin
foals, because they were exactly alike, and if Uncle William
were fit and clumsy, like lots of elderly men with more
money than was good for them, he would be waiting for us
to back them.
I told Adam to sit on the luggage while I went round the
house exploring. He was still looking ill, because his
carsickness was only quickly cured by a good square meal,
but he said at once that he would come with me. Probably
because he thought Uncle William would awaken from his
drunken sleep in my absence and open the door with a
roaring question as to who he was and what he was doing
there.
We looked in at the ground floor windows as we went
round the house and in one room we could see tea laid on the
end of a huge table, though the room didn’t look in the least
like a dining-room or drawing-room either, because it was
full of things you usually find out of doors as well as stacks
and stacks of newspapers and boring-looking magazines that
might have been all about poultry. There was a gun in one
corner, which didn’t surprise us in the least, and a whip in
the muddle on the mantelpiece. I didn’t comment on that to
Adam, because it would put ideas into his head, though we
had no real reason to suppose that Uncle William was
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anything worse than surly from living so much alone, not
necessarily the present-day counterpart of the notorious
Headmasters from a past that seemed, Father deplored, so
much more real to us than History in the Making. In any case,
Adam was always terribly well-behaved, since being vague
and forgetful and nervous of horses could hardly be
considered as crimes, and so there was no reason why he
should rouse Uncle William to active wrath.
There was only one cup and plate on the table, which
seemed to us sinister in the extreme, because it showed that
our arrival had been forgotten, and the tea itself was a big
loaf, rather black on top and with no hygienic wrapping of
cellophane, such as frequently provoked Father into saying
time was money when he found difficulty in ripping it off to
get at what was underneath, a sticky pot of jam, some butter
or maybe margarine, on a saucer, and no delicious cakes,
such as one might have expected from the size of the house
and the quality of Uncle William’s horseflesh.
We went into a garden which looked rather romantic and
exciting, with box trees that had once been cut to the shape
of birds and animals but were now ragged and unkempt, so
that the bear and the peacock looked like husband and wife,
and lots of roses that no one had bothered to pick, so that
their petals were spilt into pink and red and white pools on
to the grass that very much needed mowing. I thought that
when we got into the house and found our way about a bit I
would pick a bunch of roses and put it where it would cheer
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up the tea-table a bit, comforting Uncle William with what
Mrs Allibone called the touch of a woman’s hand.
There was one long flower bed against a wall, filled with
cottagey sort of flowers, Sweet Williams and Canterbury
Bells, more Sweet Williams than anything else, and I
wondered to Adam if Uncle William had had a young wife
our parents had forgotten to mention, who had planted them
for love of him and never saw them bloom because she met
a tragic end, being thrown from a high dog cart and killed
instantly, like the mother of the misunderstood child in the
kind of book I most liked when I was about ten.
In the middle of the grass there was a stone basin with a
statue in the middle of it, a boy holding up a shell. He looked
as if he hadn’t had a drink for ages, and I couldn’t resist
looking to see how the tap went to make the fountain play.
It took me some time to find where the tap was, the grass
was so long, and then when I found it, it was stiff to turn, We
forgot all about Uncle William and the fact we were in what
after two years in America had become a strange land,
because when the water finally rose into the air to fall again
in a lovely shower of drops all over the poor parched boy, we
no longer spoke in whispers, like burglars cracking a crib,
and a young man came round the corner of the house and
caught us.
He had red hair, like us, and he was very tall, as we
promised to be, which I’d been told would be a disadvantage
to me in the ballroom, and he looked exceedingly cross. I
13

remembered from my study of literature, not what Father and
Mademoiselle and the enthusiastic people who came to our
stepmother’s Afternoons called literature, but the books I
read, that wicked old men like Uncle William sometime had
a ne’er-do-well son who came back occasionally from the
Colonies to extort more money for evil-doing from their
heart-broken and generally dying mothers, unless their
mothers had been abandoned by someone like Uncle
William which made it all the sadder. This, I decided, was
Uncle William’s son, the Black Sheep of the family.
When he spoke his voice was bad-tempered enough to
match his face. “Don’t you know there’s a drought on? I
won’t have that thing playing, wasting water.” He strode
across what it would have been polite but untrue to call a
lawn, found the tap at once and turned it off with no effort at
all.
“Who are you, anyway? Trippers?”
It seemed more of a statement than a question, the word
trippers, and I suppose we did look like it, being differently
dressed, no doubt, from people like Amanda Allibone. But
he looked exactly like us, and one would think he might have
noticed at once that we were exactly like him.
I said politely as I could, though I was sure we hadn’t
wasted more than a few pints of water, that we were his
cousins.
“Cousins?” He looked at us blankly. “I haven’t got any
cousins, that I know of.”
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No wonder there was only one place laid at the tea-table.
Uncle William must have gone off for the day and forgotten
to tell the Black Sheep anything about us, perhaps
deliberately because the cross young man would resent
anyone coming to share what little food there was, or think
we might pry into things that were no concern of ours. I
wondered what sort of jaunt he had gone on, whether it
would keep him away very late and what sort of shape he
would be in when he came back. In books about Scotland
everyone went off to the sheep-shearing at certain times of
the year, where bets were laid as to whose dog would bite
most of the others, but I thought sheep-shearing would
probably be over by now, though it would have accounted
for the absence of a wall-eyed, snarling collie, and Harvest
Home not yet begun. I had just decided he had gone off on a
Nameless Orgy and that we might have to sit on our luggage
till midnight when our irritable part-host spoke again. He
asked Adam if he had got sunstroke or what?
Adam had the white skin that often goes with red hair and
he generally looked pretty fragile and after what had seemed
like hundreds of miles in Mrs Allibone’s lush car he looked
like death itself.
I’ve noticed that when people think you look truly ill, are
about to faint or have a mortal illness, their voices when they
ask what’s wrong are nearly always charged with anger. It
made Adam stammer, being snarled at, and the young man
turned the fountain on again, which was nice of him
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considering the drought, and soaked his handkerchief in the
spray and put it on Adam’s forehead. Adam sat down on the
rim of the fountain and I knew, because we are twins and I
always knew what he was thinking, that he was willing
himself not to cry in front of someone not all that older than
he was, someone who would despise him, because people in
their twenties. as I judged our cousin to be, don’t seem to
remember nearly as well as very old people what it’s like to
be young.
Adam didn’t really believe he had been handed over to
Uncle William to be tortured or starved to death, of course,
but if one has been playing a game of make-believe for quite
a long time it is difficult to forget it entirely and to realise
now ordinary life really is. And the young man had been
cross when he came upon us wasting water, and Adam was
so convinced by now that nothing he ever did was anything
but feeble and to be despised, which of course is worse than
being punished that it was no wonder he was near to tears.
“Have you come far?” the young man asked.
“America,” I said. I thought it was time, to what my father
called, put him in the picture. It was that kind of expression
that made Mrs Allibone say Father was every inch a soldier,
though had she but known it he was never a proper one
because he knew a great many languages and was sent on
Missions in consequence, which, oddly seemed to make him
more fire-eating than the most military.
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“America … That’s why you wear those clothes … Good
Lord, is today Thursday? I thought it was Wednesday. You
must be the Howells.”
I nodded. “Adam and Jane.”
“I’m your Uncle William,” he said, and we were so
surprised that we didn’t notice he had omitted to say,
“Welcome to Stone House,” which we might have expected,
to make amends for having been so harsh about the fountain.
It was so surprising, finding him to be at the very most only
double our age, that all I could find to say was: “This will be
one in the eye for Mrs Allibone.”
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