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  Chapter One




  The July evening was a fine one. Another fine one. Such weather, thought Professor Dirke, as he started the short walk from his home to the Maybush, could not possibly last

  much longer.




  But as it happened, it did not matter to him personally whether it lasted or not. In three days’ time he would be in the South of France. And for others, no doubt, it would be best if the

  drought were not to continue. Looking at his neighbours’ gardens, he noticed that in the last day or two the grass had acquired an unfamiliar brownish tinge, that the dark earth looked grey

  and dusty, and that flowers that should have been in their prime were shrivelling before they had opened.




  That morning he had seen a notice in the post office, prohibiting the use of water in the gardens.




  ‘Rain, rain—we need rain,’ he said.




  He spoke half-aloud, but entirely insincerely. For the sake of his own garden he would have been delighted if a few heavy showers could have fallen in the dead of night. Yet how could anyone,

  whose senses responded to sunshine and warmth and to a sky of tranquil brightness, honestly want such weather to end? How could anyone, during weeks which had been almost as golden and calm as the

  fabulous summers of everyone’s childhood, start crying for rain?




  But Alistair Dirke did not pretend to be any sort of a countryman. He had been born in a London suburb. He had been educated at University College School and at London University. He had been

  lecturer, senior lecturer and reader in universities in various northern industrial cities. Then, thankfully, he had returned, as professor of social anthropology, to a London college, and, given a

  free choice, he would probably still have been living in London.




  Not that he was dissatisfied with life in the village of Rollway. He was one of the fortunate people who can work in trains, so the journey was no disadvantage to speak of; the small Georgian

  house, with its quiet garden and its view of the downs, was a delight; the neighbours were pleasant; the Maybush was pleasant. And Rose, so she said, was happy. Happy and grateful because he had

  given her so much of what she wanted.




  To have been anything but satisfied would have been highly unreasonable, and Alistair, for a professor, was a rather reasonable man. That is, until the last few weeks, he had assumed that that

  was what he was, though at the moment his security in the belief was a little shaken. As the long shining days of this most remarkable summer in living memory had followed one another, his own

  private horizon had been darkened by a growing cloud, and a cloud so unlikely to have any real existence in his clear sky, and so preposterous in shape, that he could explain it only as the product

  of a hysterical imagination.




  Fortunately, the cloud was not yet a very large one. By a slight exercise of will, he was able at most times to ignore the shadow it cast. Earlier that evening it had been much on his mind,

  interfering with his attempt to work on some statistics that he had collected on the way that the agricultural labourer spends his wages, but now, walking towards the Maybush, and pausing to look

  at the herbaceous border in the vicarage garden, his mind was almost as serene as he felt that it should be. Or so he managed to convince himself, as he dropped the stub of his cigarette on the

  ground and conscientiously set his foot upon it, since in weather like this it would be the easiest thing in the world to start a fire. Yet the truth about him was that as he did so, he looked

  rather as if he were planting a foot on a fallen enemy; an enemy, furthermore, who might yet rise up and smite him.




  If he had no awareness of this, it was in the main because he had very little awareness of his appearance, though, on the whole it was attractive and distinctive. At forty-four he was a slight,

  quick-moving man of medium height, with a crest of thick brown hair above a high narrow forehead, grey eyes of singular brightness and intentness, thin cheeks, a long chin and a friendly and

  responsive manner.




  Reaching the Maybush, he found the door standing wide to let in as much coolness as possible. In the bar was the usual crowd of known and half-known faces, and among them, as he had expected,

  that of Henry Wallbank, whose eyes met his as he entered.




  They said good evening to each other, then in apparent surprise, Henry said, ‘Rose not with you?’




  He was a tall, bald man of about fifty-five, with a heavily lined face, covered with minute red veins, heavy pouches under his eyes and rimless spectacles that never sat quite straight on his

  short broad nose. With his chin nestling between the wings of a high stiff collar, his loose-fitting suit of shepherd’s plaid, and his stringy black tie, he always made Alistair feel that he

  must have stepped out of the illustration of some old and faintly musty book. In fact, it was from a museum that he had emerged. He was Director of the Purslem Collection, a collection of

  furniture, pictures, porcelain and other precious things, housed in one of the big houses of the neighbourhood.




  ‘She’s gone to a W.I. meeting,’ Alistair answered him. ‘How’s Agnes?’




  Automatically, if one met Henry, one asked how Agnes Wallbank was.




  ‘Not too good, not really good at all. Her back again,’ Henry answered. ‘I’ll have to tell them in the meeting to-night that I don’t think she’ll be able to

  help at all at the fête. Alistair . . .’ He moved his face closer to Alistair’s ear. ‘I’d like a word with you afterwards. Something’s come up I’d like to

  discuss with you. Perhaps we could walk home together after the meeting.’




  ‘Of course, but Rose may be picking me up here, if the W.I. meeting’s finished in time,’ Alistair said.




  ‘Nothing she shouldn’t hear,’ Henry said. ‘Hoped to see her, anyhow. Best like that, really. . . .’




  He broke off as some other members of the committee of the Rollway Village Produce Association, which was to meet that evening in the Maybush, to discuss some final arrangements for the annual

  fête and flower show in the village, came in at the door.




  The meeting, as usual, was held in a back room of the Maybush. The business dealt with seemed to Alistair immensely complicated, but so it did at all meetings of the Association. Listening to

  the secretary recalling arrangements agreed upon the month before for the hiring of marquees, the printing of posters to advertise the fête, the purchase of ice-cream and minerals, the

  movement of tables from the village hall to the field where the fête was to be held, and for returning them safely from the field to the village hall, the nominating of people to take charge

  of the various side-shows, and so on, it occurred to him that most of the complexity arose from the fact that there was a traditional way in which all these activities had to be performed, and

  tradition, while simplifying everything wonderfully if you understood it, was the very devil if you didn’t.




  The meeting turned out a long one, as such meetings always did, and it was dusk already when he and Henry started walking homeward together, a hot still dusk, with a greenish glow in the sky and

  no leaf stirring.




  A group of young men and girls from South Rollway, the Council estate that had recently been added to the village, and was the source of most of its more spectacular problems, were chattering

  noisily on a corner, but once Alistair and Henry had passed these, the road ahead of them was quiet and empty.




  ‘Can’t last much longer, this weather,’ Henry observed as they walked along. ‘Oughtn’t to want it to, really. Poor look-out for the flower show if we don’t

  get some rain soon. And they say the water situation in Manchester is getting serious.’




  ‘All situations in Manchester are serious,’ Alistair said.




  ‘Eh?’ Henry said uncertainly, and they walked on a little way in silence. Then Henry remarked, ‘Rose didn’t come.’




  ‘No,’ Alistair said.




  ‘Probably had all she could take and gone straight home. Crime, really, to spend an evening like this indoors.’




  ‘This thing you wanted to talk about . . .’




  ‘Oh, yes. It’s a favour I wanted to ask,’ Henry said. ‘If it’s true you’re going to Monte Carlo for your holiday.’




  ‘Well, we’re going to Cap Martin.’




  ‘Lucky fellow. Can’t remember when I got abroad last. Don’t even bother to get my passport renewed now. No good trying it with Agnes the way she is. No good suggesting it,

  even. She always agrees, of course, then gets so excited at the idea it crocks her up.’ Henry’s voice was heavy and gloomy. ‘Anything’s better than that, especially after

  that last operation. Made things worse rather than better, I believe.’




  To comfort him, Alistair said, ‘It’s just a habit with us, going abroad. And, of course, it gives Rose a break in the housekeeping. But with weather like this, I’d really just

  as soon stay at home.’




  ‘Can’t last much longer, can’t possibly,’ Henry said. ‘This favour now, it’s mainly because of Agnes I’m asking it. If I could go myself. . . . Well, I

  could, I suppose. Could fix up with someone to stay with her, though she’d say she’d be all right alone. But I’d worry about her all the time. You know how it’d

  be.’




  ‘I’ll be glad to do anything I can,’ Alistair said.




  ‘No, wait till you’ve heard what it is,’ Henry said. ‘Matter of fact, it’s rather a lot to ask. I’m aware of that. So I’d sooner you and Rose talked it

  over a bit before you say yes, because I don’t want to mess up your holiday for you. Don’t want you to take it on at all unless it’s got a sort of interest for you.’




  Alistair’s heart sank. He wanted his holiday to be a holiday, a matter of swimming and lying in the sun, of eating, drinking and reading detective stories. He did not want to do anything

  for anybody, least of all anything interesting. Interesting things demanded thought.




  ‘I’ll do anything I can,’ he said.




  Henry shook his head. ‘Talk it over between you first. It’s about—’




  ‘Wait a minute,’ Alistair said. ‘Why not come in and tell Rose about it yourself, then we’ll give you an answer straight away.’




  ‘But isn’t it rather late? Perhaps she’ll have gone to bed already.’




  ‘Not for hours yet. Come in and have a drink.’




  ‘Very good of you,’ Henry said. ‘If you’re sure . . . Don’t want to be a trouble to you, but if I could talk it over with you both. . . .’




  They had just reached the turning where the road led to Henry’s home. He wavered slightly towards it, but then, with an absent air, walked on beside Alistair.




  It was to this point, later, that Alistair’s thought returned when he asked himself how he might conceivably have avoided involving himself in the events that resulted from the request

  that Henry Wallbank was presently to make to him and Rose. Yet this was only because of the all too obvious symbolism of the two roads. In fact, by the time that they had reached the branching of

  the ways, it was already too late for Alistair to save himself from what was to follow.




  For how can you refuse a favour to a man like Henry Wallbank, a sad, vague, ineffectual man with a wife like Agnes, a man whose mere presence near you makes you feel strong, competent and almost

  culpably fortunate?




  From the moment when the favour had been asked, from the moment, even, when the thought of it had been born in Henry’s mind, your consent could be taken for granted, your power to refuse

  it wholly discounted. Particularly if you are not, at the best of times, very good at saying no.




  This fact that he was not good at saying no, that he suffered under what Rose had often described as an infuriating compulsion to oblige other people, Alistair blamed on the slowness of his

  mind. Some time after a request had been made and acceded to by him, he would find himself inventing ingenious excuses, which would have protected him from having to do what he did not want to do,

  without hurting anybody else’s feelings. But these useful ideas never presented themselves at the moment of crisis. Far from it, at the time he often seemed actually to hurl himself at his

  fate, as, for instance, this evening, when he had actually pressed Henry to come home with him for a drink. For what could there have been against accepting the suggestion that Rose and he should

  discuss the matter in private before giving any answer?




  But when eventually Alistair asked himself these questions, the disturbing thought came to him that a reason, indeed, a strong reason, had existed, causing him to press Henry to go home with

  him. The reason had been that Alistair had felt half-sure of what he would find when he reached home, and had had some muddled idea that to have someone with him when he found it would somehow

  deaden its effect upon him. That had been the cause of it all. That was why, in a way, he was to blame for all that followed. He had taken Henry home with him to protect himself.




  However, as Alistair might have expected if he had thought more clearly and more honestly of what he was doing, Henry’s presence had no protective effect at all. When Alistair saw what he

  had feared, when he saw the chairs in the dense shadow under the cherry tree in the garden, with the dim figure of Rose in one chair and that of Paul Eckleston in another, nothing could have

  protected Alistair from the stupefying attack made on his mind by his own feelings. Nothing could have prevented the small threatening cloud on his private horizon from spreading stormily over his

  whole sky.




  





  Chapter Two




  None of this appeared on Alistair’s face as he started to stroll across the lawn. Yet he had paused for just a moment, feeling impelled to drive both his hands deep into

  his pockets, keeping them imprisoned where they could make no further betraying gestures. Concerned with producing his normal smile and his normal tone of voice in greeting Paul Eckleston, Alistair

  himself was hardly aware that this had happened.




  Paul had got to his feet. He was a trim, tall man of about Alistair’s age, though he looked older, partly because his hair, grey already, what was left of it, had receded far back from his

  high, rounded forehead, and partly because of the fine lines fanning out from the corners of the grey eyes behind the horn-rimmed spectacles. These lines were of the kind that come early to any

  mobile and nervous face, but at first glance they added years to his appearance. He had strongly marked dark eyebrows and a wide, sensitive mouth. He was wearing flannel trousers, a checked shirt

  with the sleeves rolled up and no jacket.




  Rose, still in her chair, smiled up at Henry Wallbank, said good evening and asked how Agnes was.




  When she had been told about Agnes’s back, she said to Alistair, ‘We need more chairs—and drinks, of course. I was just going to do something about them for Paul and me, but

  now I can leave them to you.’




  Her smile strayed from Henry’s face to her husband’s. She had a serene air, looking relaxed and indolent in the garden chair, one bare arm bent behind her head. But you could never

  quite tell with Rose. That look of calm could sometimes mask an extraordinary degree of tension, and of late it had often seemed to do so. She was a tall woman, thirty-eight years old, fairly

  slender about the hips, so that she looked well in straight, simple clothes, such as the dark blue cotton dress that she was wearing now, though she was built in general with a certain solidity.

  Such grace as she had came from unhurrying, unselfconscious movements, much as the beauty that Alistair saw in her face, with its full, warmly coloured cheeks, its rounded chin and brown

  intelligent eyes, came from the way that it expressed the qualities in her that he loved.




  He went for the chairs and the drinks and Paul went with him to help, while Henry, with a little sigh, subsided into the chair that Paul had left. When Paul and Alistair returned, Paul carrying

  the chairs and Alistair the whisky and glasses, Rose and Henry were talking in voices that sounded dreamy and disembodied in the deepening shadow under the tree.




  ‘Envy you,’ Henry was saying. ‘Years since I’ve done anything of the sort myself. Not since before the war. Used to go to Italy then, quite often. Not so expensive in

  those days, of course. Ah well.’




  ‘It’s a lot of bother, though,’ Rose replied, playing down for Henry’s sake, as Alistair had a little earlier, her pleasure in the thought of their holiday. ‘I

  don’t know why we don’t just stay at home. What could be nicer than this? But it’s impossible to make Alistair take any sort of a rest unless we go away. He finds reasons to go up

  to London every few days, or starts writing a book or something.’




  Henry turned to Paul. ‘And you’re going abroad too, I expect,’ he said enviously.




  Alistair, setting the tray down on the grass and stooping over it to pour out the drinks, asked, ‘Or are you staying put, like a sensible man?’




  He was wondering when Paul had arrived here. Had he met Rose in the village, on her way back from the Women’s Institute meeting, or had he called here, guessing that he would find her

  alone? Not that it mattered. How could it matter?




  ‘I take my holidays in the winter,’ Paul answered, ‘and keep them strictly urban.’




  He had a soft, deep, carefully controlled voice, without much expression.




  ‘London, Paris, Rome,’ Henry murmured, as if he were mentioning fabulous cities, to be reached only by those who were possessed of magic carpets, while Alistair, with a flicker of

  contempt in his mind, wondered how Paul distinguished his work from his holidays.




  That this thought might be highly unfair to Paul Eckleston, who made, and somehow sold, a quantity of what Alistair, in his ignorance, called pottery, over which, for all that Alistair knew,

  Paul sweated blood, even if he did not live on what he earned by it, was a fact of which Alistair was perfectly aware. But it did not lessen the satisfaction that his scorn momentarily gave

  him.




  He supposed that because of Paul’s presence, Henry would not tell them what it was that he wanted Rose and himself to do in Monte Carlo. Either he would leave it until next day, or try to

  out-stay Paul, for the favour that he wanted to ask had sounded at least moderately confidential. It seemed faintly surprising, therefore, when after a few minutes of disjointed discussion of the

  continuing drought, Henry said, ‘Must tell you, Rose, why I dropped in like this. Something’s come up, something you might be able to do for me in Monte Carlo. I started to tell

  Alistair about it. Thought he could then discuss it with you and see how you both felt about it, but he suggested coming along and telling you about it myself. Very good of him. I’d be glad

  to know straight away, of course, how you both feel, just so long as you say frankly if it’s too much trouble. Then I’ll think of some other way of handling it.’




  Rose arched her eyebrows faintly at Alistair, to which he replied with as blankly noncommittal a look as he could manage.




  Henry looked thoughtfully from one to the other, then said, ‘Suppose you haven’t, either of you, ever heard of a man called Nikolo Pantelaras?’




  Rose shook her head. Alistair felt that there was a certain familiarity about the name, but at first could not account for it. Then, as Henry went on, he began to recollect some gossip that he

  had heard in the village.




  Henry had turned to Paul. ‘You have, haven’t you?’




  ‘Naturally,’ Paul answered. ‘I remember him quite well. But that was before the Dirkes’ time here.’




  ‘During the war,’ Henry said, ‘and a year or two after it. Then he went to France. And I hadn’t heard a word from him since, until a couple of days ago, when I got a

  letter from him. . . . Surprising letter, really. Surprising offer in it. Fact is, I don’t know what to think of it, but if he’s serious . . . And he was a serious sort of man,

  shouldn’t you say, Paul? Eccentric, perhaps, but perfectly serious.’




  ‘Deadly serious,’ Paul said. The thought seemed to amuse him. The little lines about his eyes deepened as he smiled. ‘About coins,’ he added.




  ‘Ah,’ Henry said, ‘you remember the coins.’




  ‘What else was there to remember about him?’ Paul turned his head slightly, so that he looked directly at Rose. ‘He came here as Henry’s assistant at the Purslem during

  the war, when young Jackson went into the army. He was a fantastic man, about six foot three, with a perfectly grey face and piebald black and white hair, and was as nearly completely silent as

  it’s possible for a human being to be, without being actually dumb. That was partly his difficulty with the language, I suppose. I don’t think he even tried to learn English, though he

  lived here for about seven years. He was on a visit to England when the war broke out and he just stayed on, though he’d a wife and daughter in Greece. But he never seemed to bother about

  them much. The only thing that worried him was taking care of his coin collection.’




  Henry seemed troubled. ‘Don’t feel that’s quite a fair description of him, myself—or even quite accurate. Knew him better than you did. He’d separated from his wife

  before the war, you see. Told me once all about her. I’d a good deal of sympathy with him. Well, that’s beside the point. The point is now, he’s living in Monte Carlo and

  he’s written to me, offering to sell the Purslem his collection, and for a song.’ His eyes suddenly sparkled in the dusk and he took a great gulp of whisky. ‘I mean, a

  song!’




  ‘But, Henry, where do Alistair and I come in?’ Rose asked. ‘We don’t know anything about coins.’




  ‘No,’ Henry said. ‘Of course not. Didn’t imagine it. But it’s like this. If that offer’s serious, it’s something we oughtn’t to miss on any

  account whatever. I know that collection. Knew it ten years ago, when Pantelaras had already spent half a lifetime getting it together. Did it little by little, buying what he could when he

  could—not a rich man, you see. That’s where some of the trouble came from with his wife. She didn’t altogether sympathise with the way he spent his money. Don’t blame her,

  but there it is—you can’t change people, and first and last he’s a collector. And what a collector! The knowledge, the patience.’




  ‘The ruthlessness,’ Paul added softly.




  ‘Who isn’t ruthless at some time or other?’ Henry asked with an odd sharpness. Then he moved a hand about fretfully before his face, perhaps to brush away a mosquito, perhaps a

  thought that had distracted him. ‘Greek coins,’ he went on, ‘that’s what he collects. Greek coins of Italy and Sicily. The masterpiece area. They’re beautiful, the

  most beautiful—oh, yes, easily the most beautiful of Greek coins. Of any coins. Many were designed by known artists, you know, which is rare among ancient coins. Aesthetically, historically .

  . .’ His voice died dreamily away.




  After a short pause, Rose asked again, ‘But where do we come in, Henry?’




  ‘Well, if you could just go to see him,’ Henry said. ‘That’s all. Go and see him and ask him what it’s all about. There may be things he’d tell you that he

  wouldn’t put in a letter. And you could tell him that in spite of—well, certain difficulties here, if his offer’s really serious, I’ll get out to see him somehow. I will.

  It’d be my duty.’




  ‘Wait a minute,’ Alistair said. ‘Let me see if I’ve understood you so far, Henry. You want Rose and me to call on this man Pantelaras in Monte Carlo—’




  ‘Or just you,’ Henry said. ‘Of course it doesn’t have to be both of you.’




  ‘All right,’ Alistair said. ‘You want one or other of us to call on this man, who’s written to you, offering to sell his collection of Greek coins to the Purslem Museum

  for a song. By the way, just what is a song, when one’s dealing in Greek coins?’




  ‘He said he’d take six thousand pounds,’ Henry said.




  Paul laughed abruptly. ‘“A song for sixpence!”’




  ‘The collection,’ Henry said stiffly, ‘is worth—well, very roughly, say, ten thousand. At least.’




  ‘I see,’ Alistair said. ‘And you feel that this offer is so surprising that there’s probably some catch to it—strings of some sort, perhaps, or that it’s

  merely a feeler, when in fact he’s got no serious intention of parting with his collection for that sum, or even of parting with it at all. So you want us to call on him and try to find out

  for you what the position is.’




  ‘Exactly, exactly,’ Henry said on a note of excitement. ‘Since you’re going there in any case. Since it wouldn’t take you more than an hour or so. Otherwise

  I’d never have dreamt . . . But you see how it is. The offer may be perfectly genuine, indeed probably it is. Probably he feels he has some debt of gratitude to the Purslem—something

  like that. Or he needs money quickly, and thinks that because of the personal connection with us and my knowledge of the collection, the deal could be put through rapidly. Oh, there are all sorts

  of possible explanations. And if there are, if you wrote to me and told me that in your opinion his offer was a bona fide one, I can tell you I should go at once. I shouldn’t hesitate.

  It’s just the fear now that . . . Well, I needn’t go into all that again. You know how it is. I do need a very good reason before I undertake a journey like that.’




  ‘And you don’t want us to do anything about the coins themselves?’ Alistair said.




  ‘Not a thing,’ Henry said. ‘You needn’t even see them.’




  Alistair looked towards Rose. ‘Well?’ he said.




  She did not answer his look or his question. Her head was tilted back and her gaze seemed to be exploring the cavity of darkness inside the foliage overhead, but he could feel, so it seemed to

  him, waves of resistance coming from her.




  Henry, waiting humbly and hopefully, did not look at Alistair either, as if he felt that to do so might be to exert an unfair pressure.




  ‘It sounds a rather terrific responsibility,’ Alistair said, irritated with Rose because she did not offer to help him in any way.




  ‘I shouldn’t mind doing it,’ Paul said, ‘if I were going to be in the neighbourhood. I’d rather like to see the old creature again. That great grey face of his,

  nodding and nodding at you, without a word coming out of him, his feet set just at forty-five degrees, his hands clasped in front of him, as if he were busy with some private prayer. . . .

  I’d do a portrait figure of him, I think, a genuine grotesque. Perhaps I’ll try it anyhow, only I’m not much good if I can’t work from the life.’




  ‘Well, if Rose agrees . . .’ Alistair said.




  He had a feeling that he might not have gone as far as this if Paul had not shown so quickly that he would have been ready to do what Henry wished. But here he was wrong about himself. The issue

  had really been settled on the walk home, before he had even known what the issue was.




  Rose gave a slight sigh, stirred in her chair and said to Henry, ‘You’ll want us to do it as soon as we get there, I expect.’




  ‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘No, it isn’t as urgent as all that. And really I ought to write to him and tell him that I’m sending someone to see him, and make sure that he

  agrees to the scheme. He might even refuse to see anyone but me, then you’d have all your trouble for nothing. He’s an odd character, I warn you, distinctly odd. So I’ll do that,

  shall I? Write and fix up an appointment with him. No need for you to have any of that bother. Tell me when you’d like it to be, and I’ll see that that’s when it is.’




  ‘Any time you like,’ Alistair said. ‘It won’t make any difference to us.’




  ‘You’re sure? Wonderfully good of you both. Wonderfully. Can’t tell you how grateful I am.’ Henry stood up. ‘I only hope there won’t be

  complications.’




  ‘Complications?’ Alistair said with misgiving.




  But Henry did not seem to have meant anything in particular.




  ‘So often are, dealing with collectors,’ he said. ‘Queer cattle.’ Then he repeated his thanks, repeated them several times, edging a few steps away towards the gate,

  retracing them, then edging off again, and only successfully removing himself when Paul stood up, linked an arm through him and led him away.




  When they were out of earshot, Alistair picked up the whisky bottle, refilled his own glass, topped up Rose’s and said, ‘Sorry about that. It’ll be a damn nuisance. But there’s

  something about Henry . . .’




  ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Rose said.




  ‘In any case, you needn’t be bothered with it. I can cope.’




  He wanted to ask her why she had left the whole decision to him. He also wanted to ask her how long ago Paul had arrived, but his inability to make himself ask this second question seemed to

  make it impossible to ask any questions, even about the Women’s Institute meeting. Curiosity of any sort seemed to threaten his own peace of mind.




  ‘If I were Henry,’ he said, ‘I’d just get on a plane and go myself. Agnes would survive it.’




  ‘If I were Agnes . . .’ Rose said and stopped.




  ‘Well?’




  She sat up. There was the nervousness in her manner that he had noticed so often lately.




  ‘If I were Agnes, I’d leave Henry, or I’d probably become a chronic invalid too,’ she said.




  ‘But I thought you quite liked him.’




  ‘Oh, I do, but I don’t have to carry the load of all his doubts and fears.’ She stood up. She seemed restless now, impatient at something. There was an edge on her voice as she

  added, ‘I wonder if he’s always been the same, or if it’s grown on him with time.’




  ‘The general idea is that it’s the result of marriage with Agnes.’




  ‘That could be turning the problem upside down, couldn’t it?’




  He gave her a long look, as she stood there close to the trunk of the tree.




  ‘I don’t believe I’ve ever heard you say this before,’ he said. ‘What’s made you think of it now?’




  ‘Nothing in particular.’ After a moment she added, ‘This heat’s beginning to get on my nerves.’




  ‘It’ll be hotter in France.’




  ‘That’ll be different.’




  Alistair felt glad that in the darkness neither of their faces was clear to the other.




  ‘Something happen to upset you this evening?’ he asked.




  ‘No,’ she said. ‘Why?’




  ‘I mean, of course, at the W.I.’




  ‘Oh! No.’




  He was wishing that she would say something about Paul, some casual thing that would make his presence here seem the insignificant thing that it almost certainly had been. Almost certainly. If

  only she would say that they had met in the village and that she had asked him home for a drink, or else that he had dropped in a few minutes before Alistair got home, or anything whatsoever, he

  would believe her and immediately dismiss Paul from his mind. But her silence about him was like a banging of drums, rousing detestable, barbaric emotions.




  ‘I thought you were going to drop in at the Maybush, if you were through in time,’ Alistair said.




  ‘It felt so nice to be out here in the garden,’ she answered. ‘What happened at the meeting?’




  ‘Just the usual thing. . . . No!’ He slapped his knee, amazed at his own forgetfulness. ‘No, something astonishing. You remember we decided last time, if possible, to get hold

  of some minor television notability to open the fête? Well, we’ve got one. Our chairman has really put his foot in it, poor man, though he doesn’t know it. He’s arranged for

  Irene Byrd to come down to do the job.’




  ‘Irene!’ Rose burst out laughing.




  The sound did Alistair good, for it seemed a natural laugh, without the overtones that might have been expected, considering who Irene was.




  ‘Oh, poor Mr. Baird,’ Rose said, ‘when he realises what he’s done. Not that it really matters. What’s a little matter of divorce among friends?’




  ‘Except that she and Paul are capable of making horrible scenes when they meet one another,’ Alistair said. ‘In fact, I’m wondering if it isn’t the chance of making

  one of her awful scenes that made Irene accept the invitation. And the fête will give her lots of opportunities for doing it with the utmost publicity.’




  ‘We’ll have to have her here for the night,’ Rose said, ‘and keep an eye on her. Actually I think we can probably trust her. She won’t really try to spoil

  things.’




  ‘I hope you’re right. That kind of thing can seem funny when you think about it afterwards, but it’s hell at the time.’




  ‘But I wonder why she did accept,’ Rose said, turning to one of the deck-chairs and starting to fold it.




  ‘Why do people ever accept anything?’ Alistair asked. ‘Why have we accepted Henry’s proposition?’ He added, ‘Don’t bother about the chairs. I’ll

  take them in.’




  ‘But Irene would never mind saying no, if she didn’t want to do a thing,’ Rose said. ‘She has no conscience whatsoever.’




  As she spoke, her hand moved in a light, stroking gesture along the back of the chair in which Paul Eckleston had been sitting.




  Folding his own chair, Alistair somehow managed to pinch his finger in the frame, and swore violently.




  





  Chapter Three




  Alistair’s jealousy of Paul Eckleston had fluctuated in intensity throughout the summer. There were times, of which this evening was one, when he was more vulnerable to

  his feelings than he was at others. He recognised this fact, and the recognition helped to sustain his belief that his jealousy was a functional disorder of his own nervous system, which caused him

  discomfort and sometimes downright pain, but which had nothing malignant as its cause. Perhaps his main fear regarding it was that Rose should become aware of its existence.




  He did not believe that she was aware of it yet. He thought that she accepted his attitude to Paul as what he strove to make it appear; as what, that is, it actually had been until a certain

  week in the spring.
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