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I





It happened, as near as I can fix it, at twenty-seven minutes past six. When the church clock struck the quarter, I was still indisputably my old self. By the time it chimed the half-hour, I had already begun my queer journey to what I am now. Though I couldn’t have told you what it was, and hadn’t the faintest intimation where it would lead me, I knew – as certainly as if it had been a physical hand, reaching out and closing about my wrist – that something strange had taken hold of me, and would not lightly let me go.


I had been walking, at that point, for three days. The first evening I had put up at a small pub in a riverside hamlet, but the snugness of the bar, and the sweet-natured banter between the landlord and his pretty young wife, and the trusting way their small boy asked me to admire his toy engine, all tormented me as a hot bath does cold flesh. By the time I went to bed, I was in such mental anguish that I could hardly sleep. So the next night I decided to stay in the woods. I lit a fire in the crater made by a fallen tree, ate a supper of bread and cheese, then wrapped myself in my coat and lay down in the shelter of the overhanging root. I slept no better, as it turned out, than I had at the pub. But at least my mind, when morning came, was as numb as my limbs.


The following day I trudged on, taking the most out-of-the-way paths I could find, and keeping myself going by scooping handfuls of water from every little stream I passed, and grubbing among the leaves for a few old cob-nuts that the squirrels had missed. When dusk began to fall, I looked around for another place to camp, and in a few minutes had discovered the perfect spot: a shallow, leaf-strewn hollow, almost completely enclosed by a straggly wild rhododendron. As I set down my rucksack and started gathering sticks for the camp-fire, some small, critical part of my consciousness observed that I was behaving oddly, and that I should go in search of a hot meal and a change of clothes before hunger and solitude unhinged my mind. But I was already so faint and light-headed – the pulse thrubbing in my ears; my arms and legs turning to string – that it was easy enough to ignore it. Hunger, I knew now from experience, wasn’t so terrible: once you were past a certain point, in fact, it was actually rather soothing. And, in any case, I was in no state to go anywhere, or see anyone, tonight. Only let me sleep, I thought, and I’d be better in the morning.


I rummaged through the fallen leaves, but couldn’t find any dry enough to serve as tinder; so I reached into my pocket, and drew out the note my wife had thrust into my hand as I was leaving. I crushed it into a ball, and set a match to it – illuminating, for a second or two, a few random words on the crumpled surface: Black bear sez good by, and be shor to change yor soks. I should, I knew, have felt a pang of compunction; but the only emotion I was aware of, as I watched the flames, was a strange, unworldly kind of serenity, as if my soul were finally parting company with my body.


The next second there was a rustling in the bush behind me. I turned, and saw a trembling spaniel looking at me, one paw in the air. For a second or two we eyed each other curiously. Then its soft pouchy mouth began to move, and I heard it say:


‘Well, you’re a rum ’un, and no mistake.’


Dogs can’t talk, shouted the critic from his box. But that didn’t stop me bridling, and snapping back:


‘What a damned uncivil greeting.’


I was still speaking when the branches parted again and a well-dressed woman appeared. The instant she saw me, she made a barrier with her hand, to prevent someone behind her from coming any further. Then she stood staring at me for a few moments, before whistling for the dog, and backing away nervously, her arm still outstretched, and her startled gaze never leaving my face – as if she feared that, if she allowed her attention to lapse for a moment, I might commit some frightful outrage. All I could see of her companion was a felt hat garnished with a feather; but as they stumbled noisily through the undergrowth together, I heard sobs – whether of fear or laughter I couldn’t tell – and a rapid fire of half-whispered female conversation, from which I was able to make out only the word ‘lunatic’.


The critic was right: if I wasn’t careful, I could find I had drifted irrevocably beyond the edge of the known world. There was nothing for it: I needed an infusion of the real, before it was too late. I quickly stamped out the fire, and took up my bag again.


But where to go? I had only the vaguest notion of where I was, and it was so long since I’d last looked at the map that consulting it now would be useless. The two women must have come from somewhere, but there was no telling how far it was, or in which direction. And even if I managed to find the place, I doubted, after the incident with the dog, whether I could expect a very cordial reception.


I peered about me, searching for a sign of human life. Blankets of mist were starting to hang between the trees, reducing the view on every side to a few smudged-out pencil strokes, and when I held my breath all I could hear was the slow pop and prickle of dripping moisture. But I knew that I was close to the top of a hill, and that, if I could only find a path down, it was bound, sooner or later, to lead me to a road or a track.


The women had continued on along the ridge, so – to avoid the risk of another embarrassing encounter – I set off back the way I had come. And, sure enough, after a quarter of a mile or so, I spotted a small gap in the bushes to my right, and a dark line zig-zagging away through the undergrowth below it.


It was a treacherous descent, the mud spiked with flints and riddled with slippery, half-hidden roots, and more than once I lost my balance. But after no more than ten minutes I was rewarded with the unmistakable smell of wood-smoke, and then – a few hundred yards further on – the faint glow of a lighted window.


It came, I saw, as I drew nearer, from a square cottage tucked into a fold in the steep hillside. Beyond it stood a tall, overgrown structure that looked as if it might once have been the gateway to a much bigger house, though the drive – if that’s what it was – had now disappeared under a wild tangle of scrub.


I hesitated. And then it occurred to me that even if the two women did live here (and their clothes and their manner suggested something rather grander), they would not have been able to get back before me. So I pushed open the garden gate, walked up the flagged path, and knocked at the door. Almost at once, I heard the shuffle of feet on tiles, and then the click of the latch.


The rank sawdust-and-bile smell should have warned me. But it took me so much by surprise that for a moment I couldn’t identify what it reminded me of. And by the time I had the answer – Mr. Angwin’s butcher’s shop – I was looking into the milky eyes and blood-matted faces of five dead rabbits stretched side by side on a table.


I dropped my gaze and turned abruptly away, to keep myself from retching. A fair-haired child was staring at me round the edge of the door. She was perhaps eight or nine, and dressed in a patched and darned Alice-in-Wonderland smock. It was a second before I noticed the red spatters on the front of it.


A black iris closed around my vision, and I only managed to stay on my feet by clutching at the door-jamb, and resting my forehead against the angle of the wood. From what sounded like the end of a long tunnel, a deep male voice said:


‘Hullo! You look all-in.’


I felt a hand taking my elbow. I opened my eyes again, and found a thin, dark-bearded man examining me. He was so close that I could smell the oil of his hair, and the oaty fust of his tweed waistcoat.


‘Come on,’ he said, gently trying to draw me inside. ‘Let’s sit you down.’


If I got any closer to those rabbits, I knew for a certainty that nothing in the world would stop me from being sick. So I pulled free of his grasp, and clung on to the door-post.


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘But I’m perfectly all right. I was just wondering if you could tell me where I might find a bed for the night?’


He frowned, trying to square the way I spoke with my appearance. Then he jerked his thumb over his shoulder and said:


‘If you go up there, to the big house, they’ll give you something to eat. And maybe let you sleep in one of the stables. Tell them Davey Riddick –’


‘No, I’m quite willing to pay,’ I said. ‘If you could just point me in the direction of the nearest village …’


He studied me for a second – calculating, I suspect, my chances of getting there on my own. Then he said:


‘I’ll be going that way myself in a couple of ticks, so if you just hang on a moment, I’ll show you.’


I had little appetite for company or conversation, but I couldn’t very well refuse. I propped myself against the wall and waited while he retreated into the nauseating fug of the cottage and exchanged a few words with another man. As he came out again, shrugging on his coat, I heard the little girl calling:


‘Goodbye!’


I could not bring myself to look at her again, so I waved blindly into the gloom, and then turned hurriedly towards my companion.


‘This is very kind of you,’ I said. ‘Is it far?’


‘A fair step,’ he said, striding off ahead of me. ‘But most of it’s through the park. So easy enough on the feet.’ I found him as hard to place as he had found me. He didn’t sound like a Sussex man, and wasn’t dressed like either a gentleman or an estate-worker: to see and hear him you might have imagined he was a board-school teacher. But I had met him in what appeared to be a game-keeper’s cottage, and he had a countryman’s easy alertness to his surroundings.


‘This used to be the main entrance, I believe,’ he said, as we approached the overgrown gateway. ‘But a few years ago they cut a new drive, so now you can get to the big house directly from the village, rather than having to take the long way round through the woods. Which is lucky for you, because it’ll save you a mile or two.’


The arch was clogged by a jungle of brush and ivy, which had shrunk the opening to a ragged wound no more than eighteen inches across.


‘Good thing we’re a couple of bean-poles,’ said my guide, as he squeezed through sideways. I took a deep breath and followed him, my clothes snagging on twigs and thorns, and a bristly stem grazing my face – so that when I emerged again on the far side, I felt as if I had been re-born in another world.


And indeed the atmosphere was, all of a sudden, strikingly different. A breeze had started to blow up from the valley below; the moon was edging above the horizon; and through the thinning mist I could see the puckered scar of the old drive winding ahead of us across a lake of silvery grass dotted with little islands of trees.


‘Invigorating, eh?’ said the man. ‘No refuge, in a landscape like this. You have to take what the elements fling at you. But at least you know you’re alive.’ He took a few paces forward, then stopped abruptly, and lifted his nose like a pointer. ‘Smell that?’


I shut my eyes and snuffed the air. Mingled with the downland sweetness I could just make out a faint spice of salt.


‘Christ,’ he said. ‘Don’t you wish you could run away to sea sometimes?’


‘Yes. Everyone does, don’t they?’


‘I mean the real thing. Hawsers, and capstans, and engine-rooms, and the stink of coal. Pitting your muscles and marrow against the might of nature.’ He hesitated, then turned towards me with a short bark of laughter. ‘What do you say? Shall we do it? I’m game, if you are.’


It sounded off-hand enough; but I could feel on my cheek the power of his gaze boring through the darkness.


‘I’m not sure my muscles and marrow are up to it,’ I said.


He laughed again. ‘Nor mine, I expect, worse luck.’ He looked at me for a moment more, then wheeled round and began walking again – so abruptly, that I was left standing for a second or two, like a runner who has missed the starting pistol. By the time I had finally forced my enfeebled legs into motion, he was so far ahead of me that – try as I might – I could not close the gap between us. From time to time he would glance surreptitiously over his shoulder, and, if I had fallen too far behind, ease his pace a little. But he always increased it again before I had a chance to catch him up.


And then, finally, he stopped on a knobby prominence, and stood peering out over the long swoop of the hillside below us. It was a minute or so before I had climbed high enough to see what he was looking at: a large, square country house lying comfortably at the bottom of the valley, protected by a little copse and a horse-shoe of outbuildings. I expected him to move on again as I drew near; but instead he fumbled in his pocket, pulled out a packet of Players, and offered it to me companionably.


‘Thank you.’


I found my matches and managed to strike one, but my hand trembled so much when I held it out to him that he had to take my wrist to steady it. He quickly puffed his cigarette into life. Then, still grasping my arm with one hand, and shielding the flame with the other, he leaned forward to study my face in the light of the match.


‘Heavens,’ he said. ‘You are in a state, aren’t you? What was it? The sight of those rabbits?’


I said nothing. He continued to stare intently at me, until the match started to burn my fingers. He blew it out, and flicked it on to the ground.


‘Well,’ he said. ‘You look like a man who’s seen a bit of life, and got dirt under your nails. I can’t imagine it comes as much of a shock to you to realize that a rabbit’s a flesh-and-blood animal, and not a character in a picture-book.’


‘I was feeling a bit faint, that’s all. Haven’t slept or eaten much recently.’


He drew smoke into his lungs, then slowly let it out again. ‘When’d you last have a meal?’


‘Two nights ago.’


He nodded again. ‘And where was that?’


‘Oh, just some little wayside inn. In a village somewhere.’


‘What, round here?’


‘I don’t think so. Though to be honest, I’m not sure. I don’t really know where I am now.’


‘About ten miles from Portsmouth. Is that where you’re going?’


‘I’m not going anywhere in particular.’


‘Ah.’ I suddenly noticed he was still holding my wrist, and found myself wondering if – having established just how lost and helpless I was – he meant to attack and rob me. But after a moment, he merely nodded again, and said:


‘So where’d you start out from, then?’


‘Brighton.’


‘You’re a Brightonian?’


I shook my head. ‘I took the train there.’


He waited for me to explain myself – to tell him where I did live, and who I was, and why I was there – but I couldn’t do it. It wasn’t just weariness that prevented me, but the fear of being thought ridiculous, too. I couldn’t expect much sympathy for my predicament from a man who liked engine-rooms and the stink of coal.


‘Well,’ he said at last. ‘You’re a rum ’un, and no mistake.’


I couldn’t help laughing. He squinted curiously at me.


‘You put me in a bit of a quandary,’ he said. ‘My way’ – jerking his head back, towards the house – ‘lies down there. Yours is straight ahead. So by rights, this is where we should part company. Only I’m not sure I ought to leave you.’


‘Oh, I’ll be all right, thank you.’


He scratched his chin irritatedly. ‘That wasn’t what I meant.’


Exhaustion doesn’t only weaken you: it makes you stupid, too. It should have been perfectly obvious that my dirty clothes and unshaven face and distraught manner were bound to arouse suspicion, but the idea hadn’t even occurred to me before. Now, trying to make light of it, I said:


‘Ah, I see, you think from my appearance I must be some poor desperate fellow who’s murdered his wife or something, and is fleeing the retribution of the law. Well, I can promise you I’m not.’


His fingers tightened on my wrist, and he peered into my eyes, as if – despite the darkness – he thought he might be able to see there whether or not I was lying. Then, after a couple of seconds, he let me go again, and pulled away.


‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t believe you are. A pity. I should like to meet a murderer.’ He turned towards the house, and raised a hand. ‘Well, whatever you are, and wherever you’re going, good luck to you. Don’t waste your time on the Three Crowns. You’ll find the Railway comfortable enough, though. At the far end of the village.’


‘Thank you,’ I called after him; and watched until he had dwindled to no more than a faint sinuous shadow slipping across the grass below me.


It was only now, as I resumed my journey alone, that it struck me how quickly the weather was changing. The breeze had grown to a gusty wind, blowing away the last rags of mist and flinging angry spatters of rain into my face. To protect myself, I pulled up the collar of my coat and walked with hunched shoulders and half-closed eyes. When I came to the new drive, I knew it more by the crunch of fresh gravel beneath my boots than by anything I could see.


There was a squat, newly built lodge at the entrance. I tiptoed past it, for fear of being challenged by the gate-keeper, and then out through the open gate on to the road. A hundred yards or so ahead of me a straggle of cottages marked the beginning of the village. Beyond them, I could just make out the black witch’s hat of a church spire. As I turned towards it, the clock in the tower below it struck the hour.


The rain was falling continuously now, and with almost every step I took it seemed to become fiercer and more insistent. By the time I had passed the cottages it was an unremitting onslaught, jabbing my eyes and stinging my cheeks and working its way relentlessly through the seams of my coat and boots. If I kept going, I knew I should be drenched to the skin long before I could reach the haven of the Railway Inn.


Looking around for somewhere to shelter, I spotted the dark bulk of the church porch. The lych-gate was still some way ahead; but it was easy enough to scramble over the low wall, and take a short-cut through the jungle of headstones. The porch was unlit, so I had to grope my way on to the stone bench running along the side. As I did so, my hand brushed against something that felt like a cut flower. I picked it up, and gave an oof of pain as a thorn embedded itself in my fingertip.


I held it to my nose. Yes: it was an unseasonal rose. For an instant, as I smelled it, time dissolved, and I glimpsed soft summer shadows on a golden lawn, and caught the distant squeals of a playing child, and had the odd sense that any second I should see her jump out from her hiding-place, and run laughing towards me. So desperate was I to hold on to the vision that I leaned back against a wall-beam and shut my eyes, to stop it from bleeding away into the darkness.


The next moment, from no more than five feet away, I heard a soft intake of breath.


I sat up so abruptly that the rough wood grazed my neck. A woman’s voice said:


‘The vicar’s in the church, you know.’


I peered into the depths of the porch, but my eyes still weren’t sufficiently accustomed to the gloom to see anything. The woman, however, could evidently see me: her tone had been assertive – as if she feared I might attack her, and was letting me know that she could summon help if I tried.


‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’m glad to hear it. On balance, that’s pretty much where you’d want a vicar to be, isn’t it?’


There was a short silence, followed by a snuffling sound that might have been a stifled giggle. Then she asked:


‘Do you know him?’


‘No, I’m afraid not. I’ve never set foot in this place before in my life. But I don’t doubt he’s a splendid fellow.’


‘I hope so.’


‘For any particular reason? Or just from a very creditable concern for the well-being of the church in general?’


She did not reply. Though I still couldn’t see her, I sensed her tortoising further back into the blackness. I flourished the rose, and said:


‘Is this your flower?’


‘Yes. I must have dropped it.’ Her intonation was flat, squashed to a monotone by some heavy weight. ‘Did you hurt yourself with it?’


‘Oh, just gave my finger a little jab, that’s all.’


‘I’m sorry, it was careless of me. May I have it, please?’


I held it towards her. A hand appeared to take it. For the first time, I glimpsed the murky silhouette of a high-collared coat, and a pale blob of a face. Then they diffused into the gloom again.


‘Thank you,’ she said.


‘A lovely scent.’


She said nothing. But I could hear her delicately sniffing it – and then the start of a sob, which she quickly strangled.


There was, of course, only one remotely likely reason why a solitary woman would bring a hot-house flower to a country churchyard on a damp February evening – and good manners plainly demanded that I should avoid alluding to it. So I was startled to hear myself suddenly saying – as if someone who had never learned good manners had taken control of my vocal cords:


‘Your parents, is it?’


‘No.’ She paused, and I wondered if I had offended her. But the instant she went on again, I knew I hadn’t. The load had lifted from her voice: she sounded surprised, certainly, at the frankness of my question; but relieved, too, that it allowed her to be equally frank herself.


‘The truth is, I haven’t a clue where my parents are buried. Or if they’re buried anywhere at all. They may both still be alive, for all I know.’


‘Do you mean to say that you’ve … completely lost touch with them?’


‘I never knew them.’


‘Heavens,’ I said. ‘But surely there must be some way you could find out? Somebody you could ask?’


I could hear the stirring of her clothes, and feel a whiffle of cold air as she shrugged. ‘They’ve shown no interest in me. Why should I be interested in them?’


First talking dogs, murmured the critic from his box. Now soul-baring strangers.


‘Hm,’ I said. ‘Well, of course, I don’t know the circumstances … But if for no other reason, I’d have thought – well, just out of simple curiosity.’


‘I was curious for a long time. You can’t imagine the stories I told myself. I’d been stolen by gypsies, and my grieving parents were even then scouring the country, looking for me. Or my mother was a grand duchess in the Balkans, who hadn’t wanted to part with me, but had been forced to by her wicked uncle, so he could seize the throne for himself.’


She paused.


‘But would a grand duchy have a throne?’ I said, blurting out the first thing that came into my head, merely to keep her talking. ‘And if it did, could a daughter inherit it?’


She gave a broken-glass little laugh. ‘That’s the advantage of stories, isn’t it? They don’t have to bear any relation to reality at all.’


An odd gargling sound erupted in my throat, which I tried – and failed – to turn into a cough. I was saved only by a sudden bluster of wind outside, which set the trees cracking and creaking, and hurled a ferocious scattershot of rain on to the paving stones, turning them into a spitting lake.


‘Goodness,’ I said. ‘The old gods are in a taking about something tonight.’


She drew in a long unsteady breath, that sounded like a series of hiccoughs.


‘Here,’ I said. ‘Would you like my coat? It isn’t awfully dry, I’m afraid, or awfully clean, but it’ll help to keep the cold out.’


‘Oh, that’s very kind of you, but really …’ But her jaw was quivering so much that she sounded as if she were biting the words rather than saying them.


‘Come on.’ I removed it, and held it out to her. After a moment she relented, and edged closer – her face still hidden, and her back turned towards me. As I draped the coat round her shoulders, the substantiality of her body, even through so many layers, took me by surprise. Not that it was large: it felt, on the contrary, delicately-framed and slender. But there seemed to be a kind of super-solidity about it – as if it were made not of flesh, but of gold.


‘Thank you,’ she said. And then, as she retreated again, huddling the coat around her, I heard a fastidious sniff.


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I’m sorry. I’ve barely taken it off for three days. And last night I was sleeping under the stars, so it had to do duty as my blanket, too.’


‘Why?’


‘Ah, well, now, there’s a question.’ I sighed, and cleared my throat. ‘Home, you might say, lost its power to hold me. The hearth was reduced to cold ashes. And nothing I could do would warm them up again.’


She hesitated a moment. ‘Because of your wife, is it?’


For a fraction of a second I was dumbfounded by her directness. Then I remembered the way I had spoken to her.


‘My wife, yes, I suppose that’s part of it,’ I said.


‘Oh, dear, has she –?’


‘Oh, no, not that, she’s still very much alive. Or was, at any rate, the last time I heard. But we’re – we’re not awfully close any more. Actually, that any more’s a bit redundant. We’ve never been awfully close, that’s the truth of it. We just muddled along, a bit like England and Germany, eyeing each other suspiciously across the North Sea of the dining-room table.’


She laughed again – more gently, this time. ‘So why did you get married?’


‘Well … It seemed the thing. People do, don’t they?’


‘Yes.’ There was a kind of unsurprised acceptance in the way she said it that made me think her case might not be very different.


‘Not that I blame her. It’s at least as much my fault as hers. A perfect stranger would have seen at a glance that we were destined to make each other unhappy. We just didn’t see it ourselves, for some reason – until the first morning of our honeymoon, when I suggested a cliff-top walk, and she favoured an expedition to the shops, followed by a saunter along the sea-front, and tea in front of the bandstand. And we’ve gone on in much the same vein ever since. Which is why I’m here, and she’s staying with her brother in Hove.’


‘Oh, dear.’ She laughed – but with so much ruefulness, that it was almost a confession.


‘Well,’ I said. ‘This is a queer business, isn’t it? Two people meet by chance in a church porch. Neither of them really knows what the other looks like – let alone what he – or she – is called. And yet in no time at all they’re talking like old friends. More than old friends. Well, in my case, anyway. My closest pal’s a chap called Cyril Jessop, and I couldn’t have this kind of conversation with him. Or with anyone else, for that matter.’


I paused. After a second she said:


‘Moi non plus.’


‘So should we introduce ourselves, do you think?’


The idea appeared to surprise her.


‘Yes, I suppose we should, shouldn’t we?’


‘My name’s Corley Roper.’


I was braced for the inevitable: ‘Not the Corley Roper, surely?’ But she merely replied:


‘I’m Mary Wilson.’


‘How do you do?’


Our hands briefly touched, before withdrawing into their own worlds. For a few seconds, neither of us spoke. Then, falteringly, she began:


‘And why … how …?’


‘Did England and Germany finally fall out?’


‘Yes.’


‘Ah, well.’ I hesitated. But having already revealed more to her than I had to any other living person, there seemed little point in now clinging – as it were – to my last few undergarments. So I showed myself in all my nakedness:


‘We lost our child.’


She said nothing. But at that instant I knew, from the sudden flutter of her breathing, that she had lost hers, too, and that that was why she was here.


‘You’d have thought it might perhaps have brought us closer together again,’ I said. ‘But it had the opposite effect.’


‘Why, does she hold you responsible in some way?’


‘For … Elspeth’s dying? No, I don’t think so. But she – my wife’s – interested in spiritualism, you see. And I think it’s pure humbug, I’m afraid. I did, finally, reluctantly agree to go to one séance with her, after …You know … But I simply couldn’t bear it. The dark, and the suffocating warmth, and all that cheap flummery. The thought that my daughter, whom I’d held on my knee, should be reduced to trying to communicate with us like that … It was worse than simply accepting that she’d gone, and there was an end of it.’


The woman whimpered.


‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to …’ I hesitated. Then, so softly that it came out as a whisper, I asked:


‘Was yours a boy or a girl?’


‘A boy.’


‘How old?’


‘Nothing at all. He was still-born. Strangled by his own … his own …’


I reached into the darkness and found her hand again.


‘What a dreadful thing. I’m sorry.’


‘You can’t bury a still-born baby,’ she said. ‘Not in consecrated ground. Because he hasn’t been baptized. So they just took the body away, and …’ She swallowed hard to suppress a sob. ‘I don’t know what they did with it. But I managed to save a lock of his hair. And I wanted to put it over there, under the yew tree. Only there seemed to be a constant stream of people. Families leaving flowers on graves. A grave-digger digging a new one. So I sat here all afternoon, reading my book, hoping no one would notice me, and looking out every few minutes, to see if the coast was clear.’


‘Heavens! You must be frozen!’


‘Yes,’ she said, in a flat, dismissive voice that suggested physical discomfort was her usual condition, and she was surprised I should even bother to mention it. ‘And then, just when everyone had finally gone and I at last got my trowel out, the vicar turned up.’


‘Ah, and what, he objected, did he?’


‘I didn’t give him a chance to. I slipped everything back into my bag, and tried to look as if I’d just wandered in to admire the architecture.’ She gave a little huff of derision. ‘And it must have been a pretty convincing performance, I think, because I was rewarded with a twenty-minute lecture on ogees and trefoil windows. And then, of course, no sooner had he finally gone inside than the heavens opened, and I had to take refuge in here again to avoid being drowned. As it is, my hat’s ruined.’


There was something unnerving in the way her tone had shifted from grief to sarcasm, without her apparently being aware of it – as if she found it hard to differentiate between the loss of her child and the arrival of the vicar and the onset of the rain, and saw them all merely as ploys of a vindictive life that was determined to spite her at every turn.


‘Do you not think’, I said, as gently as I could, ‘that it might have been better simply to tell him the truth? My guess is you’d have probably found him quite sympathetic. I mean, this isn’t the middle ages, is it –?’


‘No!’ she said, so forcefully that it cannoned off the stone walls. The noise seemed to startle her as much as it had me. She gave a gasp of surprise. Then, almost sheepishly, as if she feared she might have offended the spirits of the dead lying all around us, she said: ‘The thing is, you see, it isn’t as if I’ve any right to be here. It isn’t even my parish.’


‘Oh, really? Then why did you choose it?’


‘Well …When I was a girl, I was at school in Southsea. And one of the mistresses had a cottage here, and sometimes I’d spend some of the holidays with her. So –’


She stopped abruptly. The clock in the church tower was striking the quarter. When it had finished, she said:


‘You didn’t by any chance happen to see a motor-car on your way here, did you?’


‘No. Why?’


‘Oh, it’s only that there should be one coming for me soon.’


She stirred, as if she were preparing to venture out to look for it. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘we’ll hear it, won’t we?’


‘Yes, I suppose so.’


‘We will,’ I said. And then, without giving her time to reply: ‘So, anyway, you were happy?’


‘Hm? Oh, here, you mean. Yes, yes – the happiest I’ve ever been anywhere in my life.’ She pondered for a moment. ‘The only place I’ve really been happy.’


‘Well, that’s easy enough to understand, at any rate. The downs are the best of England, pretty near.’


‘Yes, I think so.’ She paused for a moment, and I heard an odd grating noise, as if she were slowly scratching the stone with her fingernail. ‘All the time I was abroad, whenever I tried to picture home, this is what used to come into my head. You know: the grass, and the wild flowers, and the sheep …’


‘I do know,’ I said. ‘And the glorious loneliness. And the feeling that any moment you might stumble on a fairy ring, or a sleeping giant –’


‘Yes. And the rabbits. That was what I liked best. There was a big warren about half a mile above the house. I’d go there almost every day, and sit and watch them scuttling in and out of their burrows. They were frightened at first, but if you kept still they’d soon get used to your being there. I even persuaded myself I could recognize some of them, and gave them names, and pretended they were my friends.’


A blade seemed to slip between my lower ribs. I hunched forward, but managed to keep myself from crying out.


‘There was one – or I thought it was just one, anyway – Alexander, I called him – who seemed to be the old grandfather of the family. And I was convinced he could remember me from one year to the next, and was glad to see me. Stupid, of course. It was probably a different animal every time.’


‘Not stupid,’ I said, between gritted teeth. ‘Perfectly understandable.’


‘No.’ Then she registered the change in my voice, and paused for a second or two, trying to interpret it. ‘What’s the matter? Have I upset you?’


‘Please,’ I said. ‘You must forgive me. It just so happens that I’m rather in flight from friendly rabbits at the moment.’


‘Oh, oh, I’m sorry.’ But it was too hasty, and said with a kind of sulky resignation that directed the feeling to her predicament rather than to mine – as if it was just her luck to pick the one subject that would offend me, and she really should have known better than to open her mouth at all.


‘No, no,’ I said, ‘you couldn’t possibly have realized. The truth is, I’m afraid, that I’ve just spent far too much time with them. Whenever my life’s proved too troublesome, I’ve simply taken refuge in theirs. Only now it’s failed me. The sanctuary has been violated.’


I heard the soft whisper of my coat as she started to shift position, and assumed she must be edging nervously away. But then, just as I was about to try to explain myself, her face swam out of the darkness towards me. It was small and pale and heart-shaped, with a long nose and straight black eyebrows that looked as if they’d been pencilled on in charcoal. It was not exactly beautiful; but for some reason – perhaps just that, having entertained so many possibilities about her appearance, it was a shock to find them all suddenly reduced to a single concrete reality – the sight of it seemed to knock the wind from me like a blow to the stomach.


‘Your child, do you mean?’ she said.


‘Yes,’ I stammered.


‘What, you used to make up stories for –?’


‘Yes. Well, I don’t know about make up. I never felt I was inventing anything, exactly. It was more like drawing aside a curtain in my own head, and leading her through into the world of Alcuin Hare, and Mr. Largo Frog, and their friends the Coneys.’


Her brow creased in puzzlement.


‘Coney?’ I said. ‘A fine old English word. Pretty much banished from polite society these days, though you still sometimes find country people using it. It’s wirier than rabbit. And not so babyish as bunny. Anyway, that’s where we went, whenever she was ill or upset. And it always worked. Because, of course, it was a magical place, where nothing could be amiss for long.’


My voice was starting to thicken. She tactfully dropped her dark eyes.


‘So …When the doctor told me she was dying … I sent him out of the room, and sat by her bed, and – though he’d said she couldn’t possibly hear me – I began to …’ I paused, trying to get my ragged breathing under control. ‘I really don’t know why, I must be a savage, I suppose, but I honestly believed that – if I could only nerve myself to it – I’d be able to bring her back again. It would be like trying to rescue someone from a burning house. Just one supreme act of enchantment. Do it with enough faith, enough conviction, and it would have the power – even at that late stage – to overcome the ravages of scarlet fever.’


She twitched, as if something had stung her. Then she reached out her hand, and laid it over mine.


At that moment, outside, we heard the bathetic goose-honk of a motor-horn.


‘Oh!’ She whipped back her hand and started to her feet, like a child caught doing something shameful. Then she turned abruptly, and began frantically patting the seat where she had been sitting.


‘What’s lost?’


She didn’t answer. I found my matches, lit one, and held it above her, cupping my palm over the flame to make a tiny lantern.


‘Ah!’ She lunged forward, and snatched something up. Then she stood looking past me at the rain, nibbling her lips and lacing her fingers so tightly that I couldn’t see what they were clutching.


‘Is there anything I can do to help?’


She was so absorbed in her own thoughts that she seemed momentarily to have forgotten I was there. She stared at me, frowning with the effort to assimilate what I’d said.


The horn sounded again.


‘Who is that?’


‘My … my … school-mistress friend.’ She was grimacing, and the tension in her throat had squeezed her voice to a girlish falsetto. She was either in great fear or great distress all of a sudden, that was obvious – but what the cause was, I was at a loss to understand. Behind me, I heard the lych-gate squeak, and the leisurely clack of a woman’s footsteps starting along the path.


Mary Wilson stiffened, then hunched forward slightly, pressing whatever was in her hands against her belly. And in that small, unconsciously protective gesture I suddenly glimpsed what it was that was anguishing her.


‘Ah,’ I said, ‘I see. Even she doesn’t know what you came here for, is that it?’


She blinked at me aghast, as if I’d performed some startling act of mind-reading.


‘No,’ she stammered. ‘I didn’t tell her. I didn’t tell anyone, except –’


‘Would you like me to take that, and bury it for you?’


She hesitated a second. Then – after peering round me, to make sure her friend was still not close enough to see what we were doing – she impetuously thrust a small wooden box into my hands. By the time I had managed to fumble it into my pocket, she had already edged past me, and was standing shivering in the entrance, clutching her sodden hat like a rag. Something in the narrowness of her shoulders, and the forlorn slant of her bare head as she bowed it against the rain, made me think of a frightened child steeling herself for her first day at school.


‘Under the yew tree?’ I said.


She nodded. ‘Here.’ She slipped off my coat, and held it out to me. ‘Thank you.’


Her teeth were chattering. I said:


‘Please – keep it if you want –’


She did not even reply, but simply dropped it over my knees, and hurried out into the night.


I wanted to call after her; but that, I realized, would only embarrass her further, by forcing her to explain my presence to her friend. So I shrank back into the gloom, and waited until I heard the chug of the motor-car rise to an imperious roar, and then start to dwindle away into the distance.


I pressed my ear against the church door. All I could hear were some indistinct scuffling noises, which – to judge by their dullness and faintness – seemed to be coming from the vestry. I couldn’t guess what the vicar was doing – but, whatever it was, it certainly didn’t sound as if he was about to leave.


I crept down the path, glanced round quickly to make sure I was still unobserved, and then darted for the cover of the yew. In no more than five seconds I was crouched beneath the matted canopy of the branches – quaking with cold, and my shoulder stabbed and scraped by small sharp twigs, but miraculously shielded from the deluge pummelling the ground all around me.


I took out the box. The darkness under the tree was so impenetrable that I was unable to see even the merest outline of its shape, but when I ran my fingers over the surface I could feel a regular pattern of something cooler and harder than wood, which told me it was inlaid with ivory or mother-of-pearl. Indian, I imagined: perhaps a treasure from her own childhood, which had fuelled her fantasies about the exoticism of her background. It was impossible not to think of the artistry that had gone into making it, and feel a pang at the wastefulness – it seemed almost like a tiny murder – of burying it where no one would ever be able to appreciate its beauty again. But it was its very preciousness, of course, that – in Mary Wilson’s eyes – fitted it for its purpose.


I could not resist easing it open, and slipping my finger inside. Yes, there it was, lying under a square of card: a curl of silky strands, tied together with a piece of thread.


I closed the box again, and started scooping out the soil between two roots. It was dry and crumbly, and in only a couple of minutes I’d made what I judged to be a big enough hole. I laid the box inside, and began pressing earth on top of it.


What happened next was so utterly unlike anything else I have ever experienced that no image can more than dimly suggest it. The closest I can come to it is to say that it was like finding a wild bird has somehow got into your sitting-room, and is whirring its wings against the window. There was the same shock at encountering something familiar in the wrong place; the same fear that a creature so small and fragile might inadvertently hurt itself, or break its neck. But the room, in this instance, was my own skull; and the bird nothing I could put a name or even a shape to. And it was beating so hard in my temple that I feared I should faint.


I stumbled out into the open again. My mind was in chaos: thoughts and memories harried into a wild swirl, like papers threshed by a gust of wind. The only idea I could hold on to from one moment to the next was that I must be ill, and needed help.


I stared about me. Nothing – not the church, or the graveyard, or the glow of lights from the village, or even my own dirty hands – seemed familiar. Some instinct, though, drove me towards the lych-gate. As I went, I was startled by a sudden sound, which frightened me into a run.


I know now – but didn’t then – that it was the church clock striking the half-hour.

















II





I have no recollection of finding the Railway Inn, or of how the landlord received me; and my only memory of my first night there is of a strange delirium, in which Mary Wilson’s fractured reflection appeared, dazzlingly bright, in a broken looking-glass. At the same time, I was engaged in an endless struggle with the sheet, which seemed in some way to be a part of me, clinging to my over-sensitive flesh like the half-sloughed skin of a grass-snake. In my confusion, the two things seemed somehow connected: if I could just arrange the sheet properly, the image of Mary Wilson would be whole again, and I should be at peace. But, try as I might, I was never able to manage it.


In the morning, I was drenched with sweat, and conscious of a painful throbbing in my finger where the rose had pricked it. I tried to get up, but my legs folded under me, and I collapsed on the floor. The noise brought the landlady running upstairs to knock on my door and ask if I was all right. Hearing nothing from inside but a feeble moan, she immediately called the doctor – who helped me back into bed, swabbed my swollen finger with carbolic, and told me I must stay where I was until the fever had abated.


Though I never again sank into the madness of that first night, the hallucinations of Mary Wilson’s splintered face continued to trouble me. Over the next day or two they would suddenly, without warning, dart up in front of my eyes like brilliantly coloured tropical fish, so vivid that they seemed more real than the faded rose wallpaper and cracked ceiling on which they superimposed themselves – giving me, for an instant, the odd impression that there were really two of me, each of us using the same apparatus to look at something different. Gradually, as my finger began to heal and my temperature returned to normal, these spectres started to retreat – until finally they were no more than a kind of ever-present potential: a luminous quality around the edge of my vision, like the rim of light you see on the horizon just before sunrise.


By the third day, thanks to the care of the landlady, Mrs. Grant, I was strong enough to get up for an hour or so; and – knowing that my wife must be starting to grow anxious about me – I thought I should take the opportunity to cable home. My kindly nurse protested, saying I would only set myself back again if I went out, and offering to go in my place. But I was too embarrassed to let her see what I had written; so I hobbled down to the post office, and shamefacedly slid my message across the counter:


Tell Bear have narsty case of sniffles. Will tellygrarf when comin home.


The post-master scanned it a couple of times, then looked up and said:


‘Are you sure that’s the right spelling, sir?’


‘Quite sure, thank you.’ And, before he had time to question me further, I hurriedly paid him, and left.


On the way back, I decided, on an impulse, to stop at the church. I told myself that I was simply being practical – that the effort of walking had tired me more than I had expected, and it would be prudent to take a rest before making a final assault on the hill up to the pub – but as I went through the lych-gate, I knew from the sudden tingling of my skin that something else entirely had driven me there. It was only when I found myself stumbling not towards the church itself but across the graveyard to the yew tree that I realized what it was.


I knelt down, and lifted the nearest branch. Yes, there was no doubt about it: the earth was freshly turned. Mary Wilson had not been – as I had begun to suspect she might be, though I had scarcely acknowledged it – simply a feverish chimaera produced by an infected finger. I had actually met her. I had buried her box.


I experienced a tremendous gush of relief – mingled, incongruously, with the sense that I had just assumed some momentous burden. Slowly, I clambered to my feet, and limped to the porch. I had just gone inside, and was about to lower myself on to the seat, when I noticed a red-covered book standing on the window-sill. From the way it was displayed – upright, and half-open – it looked as if someone had found it on the floor, and put it in as prominent a place as possible, so that whoever had left it there would immediately see it when he (or she) came to retrieve it.


I took it down and opened it: She, by Rider Haggard. On the fly-leaf was written: Mary Stone. Southsea. May 1898.


Mary. Southsea. Surely it must be hers. Everything was right except the surname – and that could be explained by the date. She would have been only a girl in 1898. Stone must have been her maiden name.


Pressing the book to me, I hobbled back to the Railway Inn, and passed out on my bed.




*





The landlady was right: by venturing out so soon, I had set myself back again; and as a result it was almost another week before the doctor finally pronounced me fit enough to go home. On the eve of my departure, I made myself as spruce as I could, trimming my moustache, and slapping some colour back into my pasty cheeks, and putting on a clean shirt; then I slipped She into the poacher’s pocket of my coat, and went down to the bar. Mrs. Grant smiled at my changed appearance, as you might at a child showing off his new school uniform.


‘Gracious, sir, I’d have hardly known you. You going calling on Sir Humphrey Darby?’


I smiled back. ‘I don’t know where I’m going. I have to return something to somebody, but I’m not sure how to find her. All she told me was that she was staying with a friend who has a motorcar.’


‘What, here in the village, you mean?’


I nodded.


‘Oh, that’ll be Miss Shaw, up at the Motte, I expect. She has the only motor-car round here that I know of.’


‘How far is it?’


‘About a mile past the church. On the Buriton road.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. As I turned towards the door she called after me:


‘But I can do that for you, Mr. Roper, and gladly. You didn’t ought to be going out on an evening like this. Remember what happened the last time.’


‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs. Grant,’ I said. ‘But a short foray will do me good. Brace up my muscles for tomorrow.’


I was, indeed, dreadfully weak still, and had to keep stopping to catch my breath; and it was almost dark by the time I finally found the Motte. It was some distance from its nearest neighbour, and hidden by tall untidy hedges. I opened the gate, and started up the gravelled drive. Ahead of me I could see a neat whitewashed house, with a stable block to one side, and a line of tattling fir trees to the other. The only feeble light came from a delicately veined fanlight above the front door, but I could just make out the other windows – large, and arranged with classical regularity – glinting in their recesses like dirty pewter. There was something eerily desolate about the place, as if it had been hastily abandoned after some disaster. But if an accident had really befallen Miss Shaw, then surely Mrs. Grant would have mentioned it?


I rested my head against the door-jamb for a moment, then tugged on the bell-pull. There was no response. I tried again, using both hands this time. After a few seconds, I heard footsteps, and then the heavy clunk of a bolt, and the squeak of unoiled hinges. The door cracked open eighteen inches, and stopped abruptly as it hit a chain. A lamp appeared, and then – a foot below it, and jaundiced by its glow – a round, unsmiling woman’s face.


‘Yes?’


‘Good evening. Is Mrs. Wilson in?’


She craned forward, frowning, her eyes screwed half-shut with the effort of trying to see me.


‘There’s no Mrs. Wilson here.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry. I thought she was staying with Miss Shaw.’


‘She was. But she went home last week.’ She began to close the door. I drew out the book and thrust it into the shrinking rectangle of light.


‘She left this at the church,’ I said. ‘I was hoping to return it to her. Would your mistress be able to let me have her address, do you think?’


Her face softened, as if merely by mentioning the word church I had demonstrated my trustworthiness.


‘No, sir, I’m sorry. The mistress is away herself.’


‘Do you know when she’ll be back?’


‘Not this side of Christmas, I’m afraid. She’s gone to India. To visit her brother in Simla.’


‘Ah. And you wouldn’t … you wouldn’t, I suppose, have any idea where her address book might –?’


She shook her head. ‘She’ll have taken it with her, sir.’


‘Well, that does seem rather conclusive.’


The obvious thing, of course, would have been to give her the book in any case, and ask her to keep it until her mistress got home, or until Mary Wilson wrote enquiring after it. But that would have robbed me of the opportunity of returning it in person – which for some reason I was peculiarly reluctant to lose. So, before the housekeeper could offer to take it, I said:


‘I’m sorry to have troubled you, then. Good night.’


And without waiting for a reply, I turned and set off briskly


down the drive. I had gone no more than ten paces, however, when she called after me:


‘I can tell you one thing, though. Where her ticket was for. Mrs. Wilson, I mean.’


I stopped. ‘I beg your pardon?’


‘She left it behind in her room, see, and the housemaid found it and gave it to me, and we ran after her, and just managed to catch her in time. And I noticed the name on it. And it stuck in my mind, because it seemed a funny thing to call a railway station. It sounded more like a farm or something. Somewhere you’d expect someone to live.’


I took a step back towards her. ‘What was it?’


‘Langley Mill,’ she said. ‘Langley Mill.’




*





Early the next morning, still carrying the book, I at last set off for home. Thinking that it might possibly be on my way, I asked the station master, before I got on the train, if he could tell me where Langley Mill was. He frowned as if I were mad, and grumbled:


‘Oh, it’s miles away, sir. In Derbyshire. Heart of the mining country.’


Being forced to travel like an invalid, wrapped in a borrowed rug, and entirely dependent on the goodwill of porters and cab-drivers to get me from one stage of my journey to the next, I made frustratingly slow progress, and didn’t finally arrive until the last silver threads of daylight were fading from the sky. The house was dark, except for a dim yellow glow from the drawing-room; and the only other sign of life I could see, as the gardener’s boy helped me down from the trap, was a great black swirl of rooks gathering in the skeletal branches of the trees at the end of the garden. It was a desolate enough homecoming – but at least, I thought, it meant that I should find my wife alone, and would not have to contend with anyone but her and the servants.


I was wrong: I realized it the instant I switched on the light in the lobby, and saw a greatcoat that didn’t belong to me swagging out from the jumble of jackets and mackintoshes hanging on the hooks. Beneath it was a pair of muddy boots – not neatly stowed against the wall, but splayed with proprietorial carelessness in the middle of the floor. There was only one man I knew who would behave like that in my house: my brother-in-law.


I started towards the drawing-room, but stopped abruptly again when I reached the door. There were muffled animal sounds coming from inside, like the grunts and squeals of a pig sty. I pressed my ear against the wood. My wife (there was no mistaking the whooping-cough bray of her sobs) was crying angrily, while her brother tried to smother the flames by murmuring, over and over:


‘Come along now, Violet Roper. Brave kid. Brave kid.’


I crept away, meaning to wait out the storm in my study. But when I got there, I found a book lying open on the table, and a couple of Hubert’s pipes next to it, and the stale air thick and scratchy with his smoke. I should have known – when he was in the house, nowhere was safe from his presence: it permeated every crack and corner like an invisible gas. In my weakened state, I could not compete with it: it made me feel an intruder even in my own sanctuary.


I turned, and impulsively hurried into the kitchen. Mrs. Chieveley stood with her back to me at the stove, peering beneath the half-lifted lid of a steaming saucepan. Her husband was sitting at the table, one hand on his teacup, reading the newspaper. The hubble of the boiling water must have disguised my footsteps, because neither of them seemed to have heard me.


I cleared my throat. Chieveley looked up sharply, then jumped to his feet.


‘Oh, I’m sorry, sir, we didn’t know you were back.’


‘That’s all right, Chieveley. How are you?’


‘We’re very well, sir, thank you.’


‘Good, good, good.’


‘But what about you, sir?’ said his wife, turning towards me.


‘Ah, well, you know …’


‘We were so sorry … to hear from the mistress … you’d been so poorly …’ There were tears in her eyes, and she was frantically kneading her apron with her red hands – as if that was the only way she could keep herself from lunging forward to kiss me.


‘Thank you. You’re very kind.’


‘But you really are better now?’


‘Just about back in the land of the living. But still weak as a kitten, I’m afraid.’


She made an odd noise with her tongue. ‘Then you really shouldn’t be walking about, should you, sir? Why don’t you go into the drawing-room, and I’ll bring you some tea?’


‘My wife’s in there, with Colonel Ashburn. They seemed to be having a bit of a confabulation about something, so I didn’t like to disturb them.’


I avoided Chieveley’s eye, for fear of the pity I knew I should see in it.


‘The study, then,’ said Mrs. Chieveley.


I felt myself starting to sway. ‘Look, would you mind if I just sat here for a minute or two?’


‘Of course not, sir.’ Her husband pulled out a chair at the head of the table, and helped me into it. She hesitated a moment, then nodded at the big earthenware teapot. ‘If you don’t mind our tea, sir,’ she said tentatively, ‘that’s just freshly made.’


‘I’d love a cup, Mrs. Chieveley. Thank you.’


We sat in companionable silence for half a minute or so, smiling at the novelty of the situation. Then, from somewhere in the depths of the house, I heard a door close.


‘Who’s here?’ I said. ‘Apart from the Colonel?’


‘Only Mrs. Ashburn, sir,’ said Chieveley. ‘They didn’t like the idea of the mistress being on her own in … you know, under the circumstances. So when they brought her home they decided to stay on for a few days. Just until you got back.’


‘Hm,’ I said. ‘Well, that seems a bit odd, doesn’t it? The simplest thing, you’d have thought, would have been for her just to stay a few more days with them.’


Mrs. Chieveley blinked with surprise. And indeed, I was quite shocked myself: this was the first time, in ten years of married life, that I had ever said anything in front of her or her husband that might have been construed as a criticism of my wife, or as an unseemly attempt to enlist their support against her. Perhaps, I thought, my encounter with Mary Wilson had eroded my sense of propriety. I felt myself flushing, and hastily took a sip of tea.


‘Ah,’ I said, waggling my cup histrionically. ‘Very welcome, Mrs. Chieveley.’


She looked away in embarrassment. But her husband, with his usual aplomb, rose effortlessly to the occasion:


‘I rather think, sir,’ he said, ‘that Mrs. Roper was anxious to see her friends again.’


‘What, the spiritualists, you mean?’


I tried to sound off-hand, but could not keep the exasperation from my voice. Chieveley, though, was the perfect diplomat: he avoided my gaze, and gave not so much as a twitch of amusement or disapproval to suggest that he shared my opinion.


‘Yes, sir,’ he said. ‘There’s a new gentleman, in particular, comes here every afternoon. A Mr. Dolgelly.’


‘Dolgelly, eh?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Ah.’


Chieveley is one of the astutest judges of character I have ever met, but – curious as I was – I naturally couldn’t come straight out and ask him his opinion of a visitor to the house. So I contented myself with nodding encouragingly. After a couple of seconds my patience was rewarded:


‘He’s a very decided gentleman, sir. At all events, that’s my impression.’


‘Oh, dear. Not rude, I hope?’


‘Not rude, sir, no. Just exceedingly definite. The furniture has to be just so. There mustn’t be any noise. So Mrs. Chieveley and I have to stay in here with the door closed during the sittings, so as not to disturb them.’


‘Hm, well that’s a bit of an inconvenience, isn’t it?’


‘Oh, please don’t think I’m complaining, sir.’


‘And anyway,’ put in his wife hurriedly, ‘what really matters is the change there’s been in the mistress. I couldn’t hardly believe it. I don’t know what he says to her, but whatever it is, it’s done her the world of good. She’s always more cheerful when he leaves, isn’t –?’


She stopped suddenly, as she turned towards her husband and caught his warning glare. Her throat worked painfully, and her face started to redden. Neither she nor Chieveley, I noticed, was looking at me. I studied my teacup and said:


‘Well, that’s something at least, I suppose.’


The words seemed to be sucked into the void, like pebbles in a quicksand. There was a lull, in which we all tried in vain to think of some way to re-start the conversation. We were saved, finally, by the sharp clip of a man’s boots approaching us along the passage. Chieveley got up and moved quickly to the door. The footsteps stopped. I heard my brother-in-law’s voice saying:


‘Ah, Chieveley.’


‘Good evening, sir.’


‘Your mistress isn’t feeling very well, I’m afraid. She’s gone upstairs to lie down. So dinner at eight rather than seven-thirty, please.’


‘Very good, sir.’


‘Right. Thank you. Oh, and, er –’


‘Yes, sir?’


‘Would you make up the bed in the cabin? And light the stove? Mrs. Roper thinks her husband would be more comfortable out there than in the –’


Chieveley silenced him with a tiny jut of the chin; then – as an angler reels in a trout – took a couple of backward steps to draw him further into the room. Hubert appeared in the doorway. He was holding three or four stuffed toys, which he thrust at Chieveley, as if he couldn’t wait to be rid of them.


‘And put these in there, too, could you?’ he said. Then he caught sight of me, and started.


‘Ah, you’re back,’ he said, his face softening into an apologetic smile. ‘Didn’t know. I’m sorry.’


I nodded. ‘Mrs. Chieveley’s very kindly restoring me with a cup of tea.’


‘So I see. Splendid. Splendid.’ He hesitated a second. ‘Look, old chap, why don’t you come through? We need to have a bit of a pow-wow. And no time like the present.’


I was in no mood for a pow-wow with anyone, but there was clearly no way of avoiding it. So I thanked the Chieveleys, and followed him back into the study.


‘Now, Corley Roper, you make yourself nice and cosy here,’ he said, graciously ceding me my own chair as if he were the host, and I some peevish guest. He arranged a blanket round my knees, then scooped up one of his briars from the table, knocked it out in the fireplace, and perched himself on the corner of the desk.


‘Well,’ he said, starting to fill the pipe from his pouch, ‘I don’t mind telling you, you gave us all quite a scare. Why didn’t you at least let us know where you were, for heaven’s sake?’


‘I didn’t want to be a nuisance.’


‘It never occurred to you, I suppose, that you might have been a bit less of a nuisance if we’d had some means of reaching you, just to find out how you were getting along?’


I shrugged. ‘I was very well looked after.’


‘Well, I’m glad to hear it. But you know what Violet’s like. How highly strung she is. She was awfully upset about the whole thing.’ He rattled his pocket for matches, and slowly lit his pipe. ‘Sounds a bit far-fetched, I know,’ he said finally, letting the words out gently on a billow of smoke, as if to soften their impact, ‘but she somehow got it into her head that you weren’t really ill at all, but had met some other woman, and run off with her.’


‘What?’ But I couldn’t keep a treacherous blush from spreading up my face. Hubert, mercifully, was still too busy fussing with his pipe to notice it.


‘I know,’ he said. ‘But there it is. So it was a bit of a shock to her when she had your wire saying you were coming back.’


‘And that’s why she doesn’t want me in the house?’


He raised his eyebrows, and nodded gravely.


‘I see.’ But I didn’t. I knew, in fact, that it couldn’t be the truth – or, at least, not the whole truth. Violet had her passions and idiosyncrasies, but jealousy was not among them.


‘Is Mr. Dolgelly involved in this, by any chance?’ I said, as casually as I could.


Hubert coloured. ‘What do you know about Dolgelly?’


‘Just what Chieveley told me,’ I said, feeling the heat spreading up my throat. ‘That he seems to have a great influence over her.’


‘Well, there’s no denying that. I can’t say I care for the fellow myself. But it’s obvious he’s been a great comfort to V.’


I shook my head despairingly.


‘I know,’ said my brother-in-law, rolling his eyes. ‘I absolutely agree with you, of course: it’s pure mumbo-jumbo, all that eyewash about auras and spirit guides and manifestations from the other side. But when it comes to the gentler sex, ours not to reason why, what?’


‘And banishing me to the cabin was this … this table-tapper’s idea, was it?’


He grimaced, and spread his hands in a gesture of baffled impotence.


‘You know me, Corley: I’m a simple chap. I’ve never understood women, and I never will. But the best policy, I’ve always found, when some strange little beastie has taken up residence in their crania, is just to go along with them.’


For a moment I was speechless. This was a man whose own wife was the most timid, mouse-like creature I had ever met; and in the twelve years I had known them, I could not remember one occasion on which he had consulted her opinion on anything – let alone gone along with it. It was hard to believe he was now suggesting I should indulge his sister by tacitly conniving at her adultery with a spiritualist – and yet I couldn’t immediately think of any other construction to put on what he had said.


‘Perhaps I’m being obtuse,’ I said, when I had found my voice again. ‘But I’m not entirely sure what beastie you’re talking about?’


‘Well, I told you, old chap. She thinks –’


‘But surely – I mean, the fact that I’m here – doesn’t that prove pretty categorically that I haven’t run off with another woman? In which case …?’


He sighed. ‘That would seem to be the logic of the thing, I know. But unfortunately, logic isn’t what we’re dealing with here.’ His voice was steady enough, but his face had darkened. ‘You’ve been through it too, of course you have: we all know that. But a woman’s bound to feel the loss of a child more keenly than a man, isn’t she? That’s just nature. Damned unfair, I know, when she takes it into her head to lash out, and you happen to be in the way, but …’ He shrugged. ‘In a couple of months, you’ll see, everything will have calmed down a bit, and she’ll be more amenable to reason. But till then, I’m afraid, there’s nothing much for it but to ride out the storm.’ He tinkered with his pipe. When he spoke again, his voice had dropped to a murmur: ‘To be honest, old chap, in your shoes, I’d see it as a blessing in disguise. I mean, I know all you really want is a quiet life – and, frankly, you’ll have a much better chance of it out there than you would here. It’s your own little lair. No one’s going to barge in and bother you there. You’ll be able to do exactly as you please, without fear of let or hindrance.’ He laughed. ‘Sounds like heaven to me.’


I suddenly felt too tired to resist.
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