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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles

  by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Foreword




  Joan Aiken was a famous and prolific author of children’s novels and stories, from The Wolves of Willoughby Chase to A Necklace of Raindrops, but she was also an excellent writer for adults. Historical romance, horror stories and thrillers flowed from her prodigious pen, all tinted with the imaginative vitality that makes her fiction so unmistakable, interesting and delightful. 
 



The six novels that have been reissued in The Murder Room belong to what you could call the Domestic Gothic genre. The original Gothic heroine of eighteenth-century novels such as The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe would be a virginal young lady who encounters the supernatural and violent emotions of terror, anguish and love. She takes herself very seriously, and is highly romantic, like Jane Austen’s impressionable Catherine Morland in Northanger Abbey, who is gently teased and corrected into a more rational frame of mind. 
 



Joan Aiken shared not only Jane Austen’s initials, but also her sense of humour, and loved Northanger Abbey so much that she gave it to the hero of one of her most captivating children’s books, Felix, in Go Saddle the Sea; he travels from Spain to England, encountering thoroughly Gothic adventures of his own all the way, before realising how funny it is.
 



Yet Aiken also happened to be the mistress of horror, and her ability to convey the feeling of being terrified out of your wits is something she is brilliant at in her own Gothic novels. Aiken’s heroines face being frozen alive, murdered by madmen, burned to death and even eaten by an escaped leopard. Yet they remain dauntless. They all earn their living – usually through writing – and are capable of driving and getting a boiler to function, and seem to be pretty good on the domestic front, too. Though not quite as bold or as rude as Aiken’s immortal Dido Twite (the heroine who takes over in eight of the eleven novels that follow The Wolves of Willoughby Chase), these young women are modern in their outlook and have a sense of their own capabilities. 
 



It’s interesting to think that both Joan Aiken and Mary Stewart began writing their bestselling thrillers just before the feminist movement of the 1960s got going. Stewart was more conventional, more consciously literary and, above all, ladylike. Her heroines may be teachers, actresses or rich widows, but you know that her novels, like Madam, Will You Talk? or This Rough Magic, will end with the sound of wedding bells. They comfort and amuse, but do not challenge. 
 



Joan Aiken, on the other hand, is much more ambiguous. You can’t predict what will happen. Some of her heroines decide on a whim to lose their virginity to a total stranger and enjoy it without a shred of guilt, although they are unlikely to find peace afterwards. Others have been damaged by bad luck or ill health, and may not be moving towards a happier union with a nice man. Far from a tingle of romance being instantly reciprocated, the frail heroine of The Fortune Hunters is told by the archaeologist who saves her that ‘we hardly know each other’. A married heroine, in Died on a Rainy Sunday, fights off a surprising and unwanted advance ‘like encountering a wild animal in its burrow’, and discovers some deeply unpleasant things about her own husband. You can be pretty sure that, in The Silence of Herondale, after the hero has rescued the heroine in deep snow, true love has been found, but the ending of The Ribs of Death is, as far as romance goes, pretty bleak. 
 



An Aiken heroine is observant, shrewd, often witty and always slightly out of place. Unlike the traditional Gothic heroine, she isn’t an innocent – though she is usually vulnerable. Often she is watching the behaviour and actions of people much richer, more flamboyant and more famous than herself, and drawing her own shrewd conclusions about them. She’s naive, but no fool, and when the climax comes, fights back with unexpected courage and determination. She won’t, in other words, be defined by love, but by her own choices and talents.
 



At the heart of Aiken’s stories there is often a question about creativity, expressed in poetry, music, painting or storytelling, and whether it makes someone more or less vulnerable in negotiating the world and its dangers.
 



It’s not much of a stretch to see this as coming from Aiken’s own experience of life. An astoundingly productive author who wrote over a hundred books in a wide variety of genres, she finished her first novel at sixteen and was published at seventeen, with a story about a man who cooks his wife’s head in a pressure cooker. She published her first collection of magical stories for children, All You’ve Ever Wanted, in 1953 but did not begin writing for a living until her husband died in 1955, leaving her with two young children. To make ends meet she joined the magazine Argosy, and then the advertising agency J. Walter Thompson, writing jingles for Dairylea cheese by day and stories by night. The book that launched her into fame, The Wolves of Willoughby Chase, followed in 1963, and from then on she was unstoppable.
 



Yet as the daughter of the famous Conrad Aiken, Pulitzer Prize-winner and Poet Laureate of America, with an elder brother and sister who were both novelists, she knew more about the writer’s life than most. ‘I don’t aspire to be the second Shakespeare. I want to be the first Carreen Gilmartin,’ says the young playwright in The Silence of Herondale, and the bestselling Tuesday in The Ribs of Death is also not content to rest on mere precocity. Although Aiken published so much that she makes creative writing seem easy, Tuesday comes closest to what actual writing is like when she complains that ‘if you think it’s not hard work scraping out your thoughts from inside you and putting them on paper, that just shows how crass you are’.
 



If writing is hard work, so is finding the right person to love. Aiken’s Gothic novels put her heroines through a variety of ordeals, from escaping a killer wielding a pair of garden shears in Died on a Rainy Sunday to plodding through deep snow in The Silence of Herondale, but in the end she must both solve a crime and know her own heart. The right men prove themselves to be such largely by paying attention, and, in their unromantic way, being romantic heroes who are calm and kind rather than fabulously handsome, rich or glamorous. They are, effectively, the antidote to the Gothic hero, much as the sensible Henry Tilney is in Austen’s Northanger Abbey.
 



The landscape and weather through which Aiken’s heroines travel are always bound up with the plot. Fans of The Wolves of Willoughby Chase will recognise her fictional Yorkshire village of Herondale as the same remote place where Bonnie, Sylvia and Simon hole up after the cousins’ escape from the terrifying orphanage. More often, heroines go to Cornwall, where Aiken lived and often holidayed herself, and are exposed to its changeable weather and storm-lashed cliffs. The mood is always one of threat and gloom, even on the rare occasions when, as in the funniest of these novels, Trouble With Product X, the sun shines; ultimately, it’s the damp that does for everything, whether it’s a top-secret formula or a serial killer. 
 



This very British version of pathetic fallacy is one of the things that make Aiken such fun, as is the familiarity of the ordinary struggle to stay warm, dry and fed. The buildings her heroines run from are not the Castle of Otranto, but the cold and hostility render the damp country cottages and middle-class family homes nasty enough. Tim in Hate begins at Home (Dark Interval in the US) recognises almost too late that his own home has contributed to his wife’s nervous breakdown, with its ‘miasma of despair . . . behind the well-remembered smell of moulting dogs, dry rot, stagnant flower-water, decaying leather upholstery . . . How could Caroline ever have recovered in this house?’ 
 



The essential struggle of an Aiken heroine is always to hang onto her kindness and innate sense of who she really is. We follow her through thick and thin because the author’s deceptively fluent, witty, atmospheric style tells us a good deal more about human nature than we expect, while never forgetting to give us a thoroughly entertaining story.
 



Amanda Craig 
 

London, February 2015
 

  





  Introduction




  As well as writing children’s books, beloved by generations and still avidly read today, Joan Aiken also quickly established herself in the 1960s as a witty author of

  adult suspense with the ability to keep readers of all ages on the edge of their seats. Too inventive to stick with a formula she nevertheless revelled in the atmosphere of Gothic parody and was

  often compared with Mary Stewart. In the tradition of Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey Joan gave her long-suffering heroines a set of literary references to support them through their

  frightful ordeals, and usually a quirky sense of humour, making full use of her own extensive literary background.




  In true Gothic style these hapless heroines would become embroiled in a series of events not of their own making, and were usually possessed of many stalwart characteristics

  – not least a literary education – if not always endowed with obvious physical charms. And they were, of course, always a version of Joan herself: small, slightly gap toothed, and red

  haired, extremely enterprising, physically intrepid and fearless to the end. She loved to share episodes from her own life, and those who knew her also became accustomed to the dubious pleasure of

  discovering (albeit disguised) episodes from their own lives in her books – although told with such warmth and humour that she was swiftly forgiven!




  What she could also guarantee were indefatigably sinister villains, mounting and finely controlled tension, complex plots, and hair-raising climaxes, often with an unusually

  high body count. As she confessed, ‘I often have more characters than I know what to do with.’




  Admired and enjoyed by many of her crime-writing contemporaries such as John Creasey, H.R.F. Keating, Francis Iles and Edmund Crispin, Joan Aiken’s adult novels of

  suspense have lost none of their charm, and their period settings are sure to appeal to a new generation of readers who grew up on her children’s books.




   




  Lizza Aiken, October 2014
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              And took in strains that might create a soul




              Under the ribs of death
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  Chapter One




  THE TRAIN RUMBLED through the frosty night of Christmas Eve minus two and sitting in it I wept (discreetly and silently,

  looking out of the black window), oppressed by the sadness of returning home from lighthearted friends to the heavy cares of a love that was beginning to be outgrown.




  I had been staying with a large family, all very happy, very musical, whose whole life seemed as gay and full of bounce as a comic opera. The only off-key moment had been when Paul, the eldest

  brother, the handsome one, in a moment of uncontrollable temper shot the peacock on the terrace because it kept letting out an A-flat squawk when he was playing a violin sonata in C sharp minor,

  but the peacock was lame in any case; and several of them said it was a merciful release. There they all were, living their separate lives but so friendly and at ease with each other; it seemed

  like a foretaste of paradise and I was not at all content to be going back to my own life, which had hitherto fitted me snugly enough, but now I thought it would be like creeping into a wet bathing

  suit, and I wished I could postpone the process.




  The Tallents were not given to brooding; their enthusiasms, their grievances, if any, their lightest opinions of each other all came pouring forth in a spate of talk; how easy, how restful it

  was after the pregnant silences of home! And their talk, though intelligent, was not significant; it was not aimed at any particular target; they talked because they enjoyed talking, that

  was all. I had been for a twelve-mile walk with Paul and his cousin Finn; they were handsome, they were gay, they poured out nonsense all the way; I could easily have fallen in love with either,

  but somehow, in that household, there seemed no need, really no time, for emotional involvements, the current of cheerful affection sped past that weir. Abandoning myself to the current, I had been

  immersed and absorbed, I felt I could gladly have lived on those terms for ever, but now, having returned to dry land, I was suddenly invaded by a bleak sense of loss, of opportunities wasted. I

  had never reflected about freewill before, but, as the train carried me farther and farther south, I suddenly understood that I had been given a chance of launching into a new experience, and had

  missed it. “Do write, write soon,” they all said, Paul among them, and I said yes, but I knew I never would. Scotland was too far. In eight hours from now my old, two-dimensional life

  would close down on me like a trap.




  We had been singing bits of the Christmas Oratorio, and the train began to joggle out the theme from the pastoral symphony, tum-ti-ti, tum-ti-ti, tum-ti-ti, tum-ti-ti, and this was too

  sad to be borne. Life, and my female sex, and this newly apprehended burden of my virginity, weighing on me heavy as an ill-packed rucksack, I took down my coat from the rack, wrapped myself in it,

  and lay down full length on the seat. Sleep took me quickly and soon I was trying, in a hopeless way, to tidy up the flat in Guilford Square, picking among Maggie’s spilt cigarette ash and

  hairpins, looking in vain for a wastepaper basket.




  When the train stopped at Newcastle I became conscious again, for someone clanked into my carriage and slammed the door, but I curled myself up tighter and shut my eyes, hoping that whoever it

  was would settle down and let me get back to my disagreeable task, but I received a poke in the ribs and then another; this person did not mean to be ignored, and, feeling stiff and chilly, and

  rather hungry (we had been singing so hard up to the last moment that I’d forgotten to ask the Tallents for some sandwiches) I uncurled and looked at the newcomer.




  He was in American airforce uniform, very large, very friendly, with one tooth missing, and he was holding two cups of tea. That is all I remember of his appearance. He had the two mugs of tea

  in one hand, and had been poking me with the other.




  “Have a slug of Scotch in it?” he said.




  “No thanks,” I replied primly.




  “Ah, come on, it’s Christmas.” And without waiting he fetched a bottle out of his pocket and liberally laced the tea, which he then passed across. It was hot and comforting, so

  presently I felt more goodwill towards this person who had dragged me out of my oblivion, and in any case I had a suspicion that even in my sleep I must have been calling out for help, or why

  should he have seen me through the window, nothing but a bundle covered with a coat, and gone back to get a cup of tea for me off the station trolley? There was no point in resisting the help when

  it came.




  We sat smiling at each other across the gangway with our knees touching, and he told me his name, which was Wal, and I told him mine, which he said was the craziest name he’d ever heard,

  and presently the train started again, so he reached down a packet of sandwiches and began passing them across to me, and I wolfed them ravenously. We talked a little, not much, and had some more

  whisky, as the tea was finished. I began to feel despairingly that I should never get to sleep again, my short spell had refreshed me and thought began pouring down in great cataracts, help,

  help!




  Wal tidied up the paper, tucked the flat bottle back in his pocket, and looked thoughtfully round the empty carriage. We were running through some vast empty stretch of northern England, hill

  after black uninhabited hill. Wal turned out the seat lights and then came and sat beside me. His embrace gave me the most wonderful feeling of trust and relief, better than having a thorn pulled

  out, better than finding a secluded spot to be sick in. I once knew an old woman who used to sit, day after day, in her chair, rotating her thumbs round each other. “If I spin them this

  way,” she said, “I can remember the past. If I spin them this way, I can foretell the future.” “Why not keep them still for a bit?” I asked. She did, and

  immediately the most blissful, blank smile spread over her face. Well, my future and my past dropped off me in just this way. For a long time we remained immobile, mouth to mouth, chin against

  unshaven chin, and his buttons printing dents in my angora sweater until I felt like a relief map. It must surely be a fault of memory that makes me think he had his haversack on the whole time but

  I can clearly recall the square boxlike feel of thick canvas against my wrist.




  After what might have been an hour, or only ten minutes, we began gently to rearrange ourselves along the length of the seat, which fortunately was a wide one because this had been a first class

  compartment in its heyday.




  Wal carefully stuffed my coat under my head and began a systematic unbuttoning.




  “Hey, hold on!” I protested.




  “How d’you mean, hold on?” he said, sounding aggrieved.




  “I didn’t mean—”




  “Ah, now, c’mon, honey, that’s not fair. Have a heart. You can’t leave a guy halfway!” He seemed so upset and scandalised that I began to fear I couldn’t.




  “But, truly, Wal, I don’t think—”




  “Ah, honey. Please. You’re a lovely girl. I love you.”




  I was young and cold-hearted enough to reply “Bosh” to this.




  “Why do you say that?” whispered Wal, hurt.




  “You needn’t feel obliged to say things like that to me. After all we’ve only just met.”




  “Well I should like to see more of you,” he said with finality, and went on with his unbuttoning. My heart was banging to such an extent that I thought it would bruise itself against

  his buttons. His last remark struck me as funny, and I smiled at him in the dimness, but he was too seriously intent to notice, and presently his sigh of satisfaction announced that his

  arrangements for our mutual wellbeing were successfully accomplished. Over his shoulder I could just faintly discern the central ceiling light with its little rosette on each side, and the dark

  webbed pattern of the rack.




  “What are you thinking?” he said at last.




  “I’m not sure.”




  “Come on now—you must be thinking about something?”




  I bit his ear gently, to show that I was feeling friendly, and presently said that I was thinking how pleasant it was to add to one’s stock of knowledge.




  “This your first time, eh?”




  “Yes.”




  “How old are you, honey?”




  When I told him he was rather horrified.




  “I don’t usually cradlesnatch. But there was something about you made me think you were older. What would your Mom say to me?”




  This idea tickled me, but I hastened to reassure him. “She’s dead—she died when I was five.” Which was true, for all practical purposes.




  “Say, that’s hard. Poor little girl never had no Momma.”




  “That’s right,” I said cheerfully, but he insisted on giving me a sentimental hug, because I was a poor orphan, and another slug of whisky, which he administered with great

  skill, sliding the bottle out of his pocket between us and tipping it against my teeth. Then he had some himself, twisting his neck round, and then we began kissing again. I had never taken much

  pleasure in kissing before, but now I began for the first time to see the point of it and enjoy myself.




  Later on Wal murmured, “I do love you, you know.”




  “Please don’t keep saying that, Wal. It’s not true, and it spoils things.”




  What a prig I was to be sure.




  “But I do,” he insisted. “I’d like to marry you. Only we’ll have to think of another name for you instead of that goddam awful one you’ve got.

  Aulis—whoever heard of calling a girl Aulis?”




  “Oh, but you couldn’t marry me,” I said hurriedly. “I’m married already.”




  “What?”




  “To a cousin of mine,” I continued hastily inventing.




  “Well then why—”




  “He fell ill, he got polio on our wedding day, so he’s been in hospital in an iron lung ever since.”




  “You must have been married very young.”




  “Oh I was. I had to get permission from the Lord Chancellor.” My conscience did not prick me a bit at telling him all these lies, and I went on gaily elaborating. I was not really

  doing it in order to deceive him, but to give myself the illusion of another life, full of possibilities lacking in my own, which was at present so frighteningly bounded by the flat in Guilford

  Square. I felt like the child looking into the glass and saying, “Let’s pretend we live in that room.”




  I told Wal all about my cousin Nicholas, to whom I was married in name only, and the strange creature was so tortured by jealousy that he finally told me to shut up. Then he was sorry, gave me

  some more whisky, and said he’d soon make me forget Nicky, who was probably amusing himself with the nurses anyway.




  “Now, are you going to say you love me?”




  “I think you’re very nice, Wal. I like you very much.” I couldn’t resist adding, “I can hardly help liking you after all the whisky you’ve given me, can

  I?”




  At that he suddenly burst out laughing, and our relations became more amicable. After an hour or so Wal went to sleep, and as I was beginning to feel cramped I wriggled out and curled up again

  on the other side. The train jolted on through endless night, and I began to wonder what of all this I was going to relate to the friend that I loved, and with whom I lived, with whom I had somehow

  got myself so hopelessly, inextricably entangled. Her name was Maggie and she was a doctor. Even I, in my youthful crudeness and naïveté, feared that she might take this hard, but could

  I conceal such a major event in my life? I doubted it. The thought of Maggie daunted me dreadfully—her presence suddenly seemed to loom beside me in the carriage like a heavy weight. It is

  strange how one can love somebody and yet dislike, almost detest, their physical characteristics. I thought furiously, resentfully, of Maggie’s largeness, her long, thick black hair, worn in

  braids on top, the black trousers she generally put on at home, emphasising her wide hips, her habit of breaking into a little dance, incongruous and embarrassing, her untidiness, her carelessness

  with other people’s property, her aura of cigarette smoke. I began to imagine a conversation:




  “You mean to say that you let this man make love to you?” Her eyes boring into mine, relentless and intelligent.




  “Well—yes.”




  “Why?”




  “Oh, Maggie—you know how hard I find it to refuse people.”




  No, I must somehow contrive to keep this incident dark. Oppression began to close down again. The train stopped, at some forlorn outpost, and another person entered our carriage, an old woman; I

  got a dim glimpse of her by the station light before she stowed her luggage about her and subsided, sighing, into a far corner. Almost at once she began to snore, loud, loose, rattling, voluminous

  snores. It was plain that, however unwilling, I must resign myself to staying awake from now on; after an hour or so I cautiously switched on the little light over my head and amused myself by

  studying Wal. There was nothing particularly impressive about his appearance, asleep, and in some disarray, but his gap-tooth was concealed, which was an advantage, and in any case I felt

  friendly and at ease with him, very different from the crippling bond of love and obligation which tied me to Maggie because I knew she needed something to cherish. Oh, this desperate anxiety not

  to hurt people; it has tossed me into more predicaments than all my other failings put together.




  I leaned over and tucked up Wal’s greatcoat, which was sliding off, but the movement waked him.




  “Hiya, cherub,” he said grinning, and caught hold of my wrist as I was about to seat myself.




  “Go back to sleep. I didn’t mean to wake you.”




  “Don’ want to sleep. Waste of time. You come and sit beside me again.”




  But this conversation had disturbed the old woman in the opposite corner and she began to stir and mutter, and presently gazed at us out of beady eyes with as little recognition in them as those

  of a robin. We kept still, hoping she would go off again, but after a while she waked up more and gathered her intelligence.




  “I like to be in a carriage where there’s company,” she said. “It passes the time, doesn’t it?”




  She pulled out a bag of toffees and offered us each one. I looked at my watch. Ten to four.




  The old woman had an extraordinarily hoarse voice, possibly the result of gin or inveterate smoking, or she may just have been suffering from a bad cold. We also discovered that she was nearly

  stone deaf, and any remark which was to reach her had to be bawled at the tops of our voices. Wal offered her a nip of his whisky and she nodded eagerly and, rather to his chagrin, drained the

  bottle.




  “Never mind—perhaps it’ll put the old so-and-so to sleep again,” he said, lacing his arm hopefully round me again. But I was rather stiff and unco-operative, as there she

  sat, wide awake, with her bright eyes disconcertingly fixed on us.




  “I’ve been seeing off my daughter and son-in-law,” she whispered hoarsely after a pause. “Flying to Greenland they were—fancy! They were married two days ago.

  It’s the first time she’s ever been away from me, she’s only seventeen. We sat and cried all day yesterday.”




  A dreadful lump of woe burst in my heart; I suppose it was the first time I had ever truly sympathised with anybody. Wal said kindly,




  “She’ll be all right, ma’am, he’ll look after her.”




  Then we began to have a long and intolerably dull conversation about our home lives. I can still remember the vivid picture I formed of Wal’s home in Iowa, his married sister with whom he

  passed his leaves, the hens in the yard, the nieces and nephews, and the old woman’s various married children with whom she spent her year, travelling on to the next every three months. Wal

  wrote down the sister’s name and address for me on a bit of paper and said if I ever travelled to the States I was to go there; his sister would think I was cute. The train stopped somewhere,

  it may have been Doncaster, and the old woman suddenly darted from the carriage.




  “Hey, d’you think she’s gone and forgotten to take her things?” said Wal hopefully. “I want to kiss you again.”




  “Well you can do that anyway.”




  “No—you know what I mean, honey.”




  “Well I don’t. I expect she’s gone to get a cup of tea,” I said dampingly, but returning his embrace.




  “Tea!” said Wal springing up. “By god, couldn’t I do with some!” But at that moment the train started, the old woman triumphantly returned with three cups, and

  there was nothing for it but to continue the conversation. The midland country has never looked so hideously flat and unpromising as it did, unveiling itself by degrees that damp December day. My

  heart sank into my boots at the thought of King’s Cross, the 77 bus, and the short walk to Guilford Square.




  Wal was not travelling as far as King’s Cross. His unit was established around a mansion at Bishops Langley, and he was getting out there.




  “Say! Why don’t you come too?” he suddenly exclaimed. “The boys would be tickled to meet you, and you’d get a Christmas dinner. We’re having a party. Come on,

  do! It would be great.”




  “But I couldn’t really, could I?”




  “Sure, all of them have girl friends in. You and my colonel would get on like a house afire—you’re both kind of serious.”




  Wal seemed to be on very intimate terms with his colonel, considering he was only a sergeant. The whole unit sounded most unconventional to me, and in the end I agreed to go, partly out of

  curiosity, and partly to stall off my return to the flat. In any case Maggie hated the festive season and would probably have volunteered to go on double duty at the hospital. I hoped she

  wouldn’t be moved to meet the train.




  We said goodbye to the old woman and got out at a dreary little prefab modern station. Waiting for a bus on a wide, ribbon-developed bit of dual-carriageway, I shivered. The day was raw and

  foggy, with not a soul stirring. I felt stiff, and no wonder; I gave a tremendous yawn and Wal looked at me guiltily.




  “You’re low on sleep aren’t you, honey. Tell you what—I’ll tuck you up in my bunk when we get there and you can have a nap while I report myself and see

  what’s cooking. Then you’ll be all spry for dinner.”




  The bus put us off at some park gates and we walked up an interminable drive between beeches and chestnuts. As we neared the mansion there began to be Quonset huts among the trees, and presently

  Wal branched off towards one of these.




  “Here we are, home from home,” he remarked. “Wonder if anyone’s in.”




  Nobody was in, and he skilfully wrapped me in blankets on a lower bunk, gave me a friendly pat, and went off saying he’d be back by and by. I sank into sleep like cottonwool and was aware

  of nothing for a long, motionless time, until a voice roused me, saying just over my head,




  “Well, well, look what’s here. See what Wal’s got in his Christmas stocking.”




  “Not bad,” said another voice. “Not bad at all.”




  I decided that the best thing for me was to go right on being asleep, which I did. Pretty soon the door opened again, and Wal’s voice said,




  “Hi, fellers. Manage all right while I was away?”




  “You seem to have managed all right, anyway.”




  “Wait a minute till I introduce you. Wake up, honey. It’s getting on for dinner time. Had a good nap? That’s grand. This is Mike and that’s Richard.”




  “Proud to meet you,” they said, grinning. They gave me soap and towel and mirror and I unrolled from my cocoon and tidied myself up. Then we all strolled over to another Quonset hut

  which was the canteen. The Christmas dinner we had, served from a cafeteria counter on to indented tin trays, was not very exciting.




  “Gobble up,” Wal whispered to me, “the colonel’s invited us in for a drink afterwards.” We bolted down our bits of turkey, accompanied by friendly derision from

  Mike and Richard, who suspected other motives for Wal’s hurry, and he then took me with ceremony up to the mansion—only we went in by a back door and along a corridor wide as a canal,

  with green baize locks, to a room which had probably once been the servants’ hall.




  “This is my colonel,” Wal said, introducing me with pride. “Colonel Fisher, meet Queenie.” Why he chose to call me that, heaven knows.




  Colonel Fisher was quite bald and very beaming. I have never seen anything so resplendant as his uniform and ribbons, and besides him there were about a dozen other colonels in the room, and

  several crates of whisky. It was evidently colonels’ afternoon off, but why Wal should have been on such cosy terms with them I could not fathom.




  “Give the little lady a drink, Wal, make her at home,” said Colonel Fisher, shaking me by the hand for about three minutes. “Can you sing?” he asked me.




  Someone put on a record of Bing Crosby dreaming of a white Christmas, and they all joined in. Several of the colonels had tears running down their cheeks. It seemed much more than twenty-four

  hours since I had been doing the same sort of thing with the Tallents.




  Outside, the grey day was turning blue with dusk and I finally said to Wal that I must be going or I should never find my way home. He had absorbed a good deal more whisky in between the singing

  and was most reluctant to go out in the cold. He kept begging me to stay a little longer.




  “Don’t go yet, you luscious thing. We haven’t had tea yet.”




  “Tea! I shan’t be able to eat for days. No, really, I must go. My friend will be wondering what’s become of me.” In the course of the day I had revised my life-story to

  some extent, finding it too complicated to keep up the fiction of my impotent husband.




  “Don’ like the sound of that friend. Don’ like her at all,” said rather darkly, lowering at me. “All right, c’mon then, Where’s your traps?”




  “We left them at the hut.”




  He tried to persuade me into the hut when we got there, but I suddenly felt that I had had enough of Wal’s company and was most anxious to get back to London.




  “I’ll come and see you another time,” I promised.




  “Don’ want you another time. I want you now.”




  “Oh, come on Wal, I shall miss the last bus if we don’t hurry.” He had told me it went at five. He crossly fetched out my bag and we started down the drive. The cold air had

  made him rather drunker and we had a series of undignified wrestling-matches as he hopefully tried to entice me into inviting bits of shrubbery under the beeches. It was like taking a large dog for

  a walk in a place teeming with rabbits. But the undergrowth didn’t tempt me a bit; there had been a sudden change in the weather which from mild warmth had turned to bone-gripping chill.




  “Can’t think how you can be so hard-hearted to a poor guy,” Wal said sadly.




  “Because I want to catch my bus.”




  “Women,” muttered Wal. “They always have an eye to the main chance.”




  “Yes, when it’s catching a bus. You’d better go back—I can find my way to the bus stop from here.”




  “I wouldn’t be so unchival—chivalrous,” replied Wal with dignity.




  I just caught the bus, by running the last hundred yards, and Wal gave me a warm hug as I swung myself on, which nearly swung me off again, saying that I was a peach of a girl if I was a

  stony-hearted little bitch, and I was to come out again soon, or he’d phone me and we could meet outside Swan and Edgar’s. The bus roared off into the dark and I remembered that I had

  never learned his surname.




  





  Chapter Two




  “A YEAR?” CHARLES SAID. “Just a year?”




  He and Eleanor stared at one another across the top of her desk, both very pale.




  “I’m afraid so. This is Cardew’s diagnosis, you realise, not mine, but he’s very—he was very reliable.” She slid her fingers restlessly up and down her

  fountain pen, then looked at her hands as if they were not part of her and placed them side by side in her lap.




  Charles stood up and began to move about the room, lingering for a minute by the window, looking out at the Thames which spread in a great sheet of silver outside, absorbing all the light from

  the winter sky.




  How many other patients in similar circumstances had turned to gaze at the river while they struggled to regain composure, to assume an air of calm as if such news were an everyday matter?




  “My doctor only gives me a year, so I’m taking my holiday in March . . . giving up the lease . . . not laying down any more port, what’s in the cellar will last my time . .

  .”




  Absurdities flew through his head while he tried to adjust to the new, narrow horizon. December. Another autumn then, wet apples lying in tangled grass, the uneasy embarkation manoeuvres of

  swifts before the journey south. Another Christmas; perhaps; Eleanor had said “a year at best.” Certainly one more spring. If he had to die next winter he must at least make the most of

  this coming spring and summer.




  Some people in such circumstances begin travelling, spend their entire capital on trips to Angkor Wat, Samarkand, Popocatapetl. Charles did not feel inclined for that. Looking at Eleanor’s

  steady eyes appraising him, he knew that she would help him avoid any behaviour that was exaggerated, unruly, over-emotional.




  He took out a cigarette and lit it, holding Aunt Julia’s little whisky-bottle lighter in a steady hand. Eleanor smiled at him but did not try to break into his thought; she made a couple

  of hieroglyphic squiggles on a squared chart and rested her hands on either side of it, looking down at them thoughtfully. They were well-shaped hands, rather masculine, white, well-kept, ringless.

  From her hands Charles’s eye travelled up her white-sleeved arm to the smooth fair head bent over the chart; she looked, somehow, like a white point of interrogation in this silent room.




  Charles himself had no feeling of curiosity. He was to die soon; well, that was that. The riddle of the meaning of it all he was content to leave unanswered. He strolled back to the window again

  thinking, must cancel that suit, and: make a will, everything to Eleanor, I suppose, poor girl, this must be hard for her too.




  She was looking tired, he thought, strained; well, not surprisingly. Besides, she had been overworking for years, and particularly since her partner had been killed in a car-smash, leaving her a

  double load of patients as well as the hospital job.




  It’s a good thing I haven’t any children. The idea was like a cold chill at the base of his mind, a little pocket of freezing sorrow. To disperse it he said aloud:




  “Just as well poor Zita didn’t get landed into this.”




  Eleanor looked inquiring.




  “She’d probably have been just about due for her first baby by now.”




  Judging from her expression his sister thought this remark in poor taste. She said,




  “If Zita had been alive I’ve a notion this would never have come about. I imagine all that business played its part in worsening your heart condition. The exposure, the shock, the

  way you went on diving even when it seemed fairly plain there was no hope of recovering her—all the emotional strain of wondering why she’d done it—and quite apart from the

  physical illness you were near the verge of a mental breakdown yourself.”




  Charles seemed irritated, started to speak and then checked himself.




  “Am I keeping someone—another patient—waiting?” he asked abruptly. “I forgot to scan the dining-room queue.”




  “No, I purposely put you at the end so we’d have time to talk.”




  “Thoughtful of you,” he grunted, and then, “Sorry, Nell, I’m being boorish. It just takes a bit of getting used to.”




  “Of course it does,” she said calmly. “Sit down and we’ll make plans. I’m absolutely at your disposal, Charles, you know that. The practice doesn’t matter a

  rap—I can get rid of it any time—quite glad to, in fact; since Cardew was killed it’s been a bit too much for me. And I’ve been thinking of giving up my job with the

  Ogham.”




  He nodded and dropped into an armchair by the fire.




  Dusk was beginning to close in, the cold watery lights of the street lamps gleamed along the embankment between the ragged boughs, and the sky was aquamarine, studded with dark segments of slaty

  cloud. Nell’s room, which had seemed severe and impersonal, began to open up a little in the dimmer light, the red carpet glowed, the boxlike shape of the walls softened. A log softly

  sputtered in the fire and the cat who lay in front of it stretched out his large shape on the rug and rolled on to his back in an abandonment of warmth and comfort.




  Out of habit Charles ran a friendly toe along his ribs and, as usual, the cat rolled over and round in a flash, burying teeth and claws in Charles’s shoe. Charles looked down at him with a

  touch of hostility, thinking—he’ll live longer than I shall—will he notice when I’m gone?




  “I’d better give up the job now, I suppose,” he said. “I’d like to spend my last months doing something I really enjoy—while I can. The question is what. What

  do I enjoy, Nell?”




  She raised her brows.




  “Gardening? Messing about in boats? Neither is the ideal pursuit for a man in your state of health, but I agree; you might as well enjoy yourself. It can’t make any ultimate

  difference.”




  Charles winced a little at the absent-minded callousness of her words. Still, she was a doctor, she was bound to view these things in a practical light.




  “I should certainly give up the job,” she added.




  “The American trip would have been fun,” he said rather wistfully.




  She gave him a swift look. “All the same, you’d be well-advised not to go on with it. A high-pressure business mission like that must be a considerable strain; you have to think of

  all the nuisance to other people if you suddenly dropped dead—inquests and cremation and carting you back in an urn on the Queen Elizabeth.”




  He laughed outright. “Good old Nell!”




  She looked at him, slightly puzzled.




  “What do you suggest, then?” he said.




  “Well—” Now she seemed unusually diffident. “You’ve always wanted to get back to Cornwall in the end, haven’t you? Supposing I found a practice down that way

  somewhere? You could dig into your capital and buy a house—no sense in hanging on to it now—and I could contribute a bit of course. Then you could potter, do a bit of sailing, and

  I’d be there to keep an eye on you, and Nin to housekeep.”




  “It sounds fine for me, but what about you?” he said doubtfully. “What about after I was gone?”




  “It’s only an idea,” she said easily. “Nothing hard-and-fast. Think it over, though.”




  Then she added as an afterthought, “We might go and live somewhere near Aunt Julia. She’s as entertaining as ever.”




  Charles did not answer. He sat staring at the fire, seeing in it a grey west-country house set among trees, approached by deep narrow lanes winding among fern and campion, foxglove and bracken.

  At least it made a more enticing picture than hospital wards, inquests, funerals, dark clothes, and short notices in the local press. “Mr Charles Foley, recently retired from the City for

  health reasons—suddenly of a heart-attack—”




  Eleanor dropped her hand lightly on his shoulder.




  “You know how I feel,” she said. “There’s nothing I can say. I must be getting along to the hospital. Stay here as long as you like—stay the night if you want. Nin

  will make you up a bed. I’d turn in pretty soon, that sort of news is a shock. A good night’s sleep will help. Take a couple of sleeping pills, I should. You’ll find a bottle of

  Somnil in the bathroom cupboard.”




  “Oh, that’s all right, thanks awfully, Nell,” he said. “I think I’ll get back to the flat. I must start thinking things over a bit and get in touch with the office.

  I’ll call you tomorrow.”




  “Do,” she said. “And don’t lie awake and brood. By the way, of course I’m afraid I go along with poor Cardew’s diagnosis, but if you’d like a second

  opinion, which you’re fully entitled to have, I could put you in touch with several very good—”




  “Oh no, thanks all the same,” he said. “What would be the point?”




  “All right.” She nodded at him kindly. “Well—see you tomorrow.”




  The door shut behind her with a soft, decisive click.




  Charles sat on staring at the fire, the sleeping cat stretched against his feet.




  I hope to goodness, he thought, suddenly rousing, that Nell doesn’t tell anyone about this. Should have warned her.




  He imagined the faces of friends and acquaintances, pitying, curious, inquisitive. Heard about poor Foley? Less than a year to live. Heart, apparently; bit dismal, eh? Hardly worth living out

  the year.




  “Hardly worth living,” he murmured aloud.




  The door opened and a spare elderly woman in black with a white apron came in.




  “Oh, I didn’t know you were still here, Master Charles,” she said. “I just looked in to see if the fire was all right. Miss Nell didn’t say if you’d be

  stopping to supper? There’s a nice bit of broth and I could make an omelette?”




  “No, that’s all right, thanks, Nin, I’ll go out presently,” he said to the old woman, searching her face for any sign of unusual compassion or dreadful knowledge; but no,

  she looked blessedly normal and was shaking her head over some coaldust on the carpet and a worn place on his cuff.




  “That cat! The amount of hair he puts on the rug, I’m sure I don’t know. Well, Master Charles, look in again soon, we don’t see enough of you these days. You’re

  looking a bit run down, you work too hard.”




  He managed a smile as she left him and returned to his musing.




  Of course I’ve seen it coming, he imagined people saying, he hasn’t been himself ever since the tragedy. Oh, didn’t you? Shocking thing, he’d just got engaged, he and

  this girl were on holiday in Italy with the sister. Zita something, pretty creature, everything seemed paradisial, and then all of a sudden she left a little note with the padrona to say

  she’d decided she couldn’t go on living any more, and went off and drowned herself. No reason given, utterly inexplicable. Old Charles was off fishing; got back at teatime and found the

  note. She’d gone down to the bay, the woman said, so he rushed down like a lunatic, asking everyone; yes, she’d taken a boat out, hadn’t come back; so he went out, found the empty

  boat, swam, dived, damn nearly drowned himself too. He got pneumonia, Nell only just managed to pull him through, lucky she was along. Funny thing, apparently the girl had complained to her earlier

  about pains, which Nell easily diagnosed as indigestion from too much anti-pasto—girl was as sound as a bell physically, but they concluded at the inquest she was a hysterical type

  who’d imagined they were symptoms of some fell disease. Awful thing for poor old Charles—it would be natural to wonder if it’d been his fault in some way, wouldn’t it?




  Charles’s hands were gripping the arms of his chair, he was sweating, his heart was thumping. Easy now, he admonished himself, but he could smell again the hot, salt smell of the sandy

  cliff track and the nets spread out to dry, the pale, flat look of the sea in the bay and the infuriatingly blank faces of the people he had asked.




  “La Signorina Newman? No, signor—” their flung-out hands as if pitying his stupidity—look, if you wish, but obviously she is not here.




  Then the frantic endless search, first in the boat, while the sky grew greener and the rocks blacker, then swimming, desperately, futilely diving, calling “Zita, Zita!” finding the

  heap of clothes, the last descent into unconsciousness, his rescue by some returning fishermen, who carried him to Nell, just back from a trip to the local monastery.




  The weeks after that had been a nightmare of injections, sweating and shivering in the lumpy bed because he could not be moved to hospital, the extraordinarily unpleasant tisanes cooked up by

  the padrona, Nell’s drawn look when he questioned her again and again about Zita. Why, why could she have done it? They would never know. He would never forgive himself for being elsewhere

  while she was going through her crisis, whatever it was. Surely he could have helped her, made her feel that life was worth living. It must have been a momentary panic, something that a word of

  sense would have blown away; in the morning when he left she had been gay, full of absurdity and fun. Lovely, irresponsible Zita, her black hair blowing in the harbour wind, as she perched on a

  coil of rope and waved him off.




  “I shall expect you to come back with enough fish for a chowder supper!”—full of mockery, turning for a final carefree wave before she swung off to chatter with the

  market-women at the flower-stalls.




  People said she was unbalanced, over-impulsive, and perhaps it was so. Certainly their mutual love had burst up to fruition with soul-shattering rapidity, from the first breathtaking, tentative

  kiss to the perfect rapture and security they had so swiftly achieved. Or, he thought they had achieved; that was the dreadful part. He thought her nature was open to him, that she had given

  herself with complete unreserve, with the abandon that seemed characteristic of her. But what dark impulse, what unknown, terrifying factor had been able to drag her so swiftly from his side?
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