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  Chapter One




  THE FIRM of Greatorex Brothers attained legal eminence in London almost a century ago, but the Beckfield branch was opened in 1930, ostensibly because

  London could no longer handle the great volume of business that came its way, but actually to provide a niche for young Henry Greatorex, who had proved himself an intolerable thorn in the side of

  his sober half-brothers, Richard and Charles.




  “Henry doesn’t seem to realise the law is a serious profession,” they confided to each other. “Clients expect a responsible bearing, they need to feel their own

  importance. They put themselves and their affairs in our hands—Henry is altogether too casual.”




  “Too easy in his manner . . .”




  “Too lounging . . . too quizzical . . . insolent, really, in a fellow his age . . .”




  In short, Henry was light upon the weights. Obviously he must be provided for; all the Greatorexes had a great sense of family, and he couldn’t altogether be blamed for his frivolous

  attitude towards life. That, said the tightlipped brothers, who looked part of their background, like the ponderous crystal chandeliers, the handsome carpets, the period tables and chairs, was, in

  part at least, the fault of his parent, that extraordinary woman their father had married at a time when he might have been looking for grandsons. The brothers had always known no good would come

  of that. What had come were Christopher, destined to lie, thirty years later, in a nameless Spanish grave, dead fighting for a cause not even his own, and Henry, who seemed to think that poise and

  charm and the most indifferent knowledge of law were enough to establish your relations with your clients.




  Not the least of the brothers’ grievances was the fact that, in Henry’s case, they had been.




  Twenty years of running the Beckfield office had put a touch of grey in Henry’s hair, but had neither stooped his shoulders nor lined his cool, humorous face. On the

  twentieth anniversary of his coming to Beckfield his staff gave him a luncheon at the Bull, that ancient inn where highwaymen were once sheltered by an enterprising landlady who wasn’t above

  planting them in her bed and identifying each as her husband. Beckfield, for all its importance as a thriving market town, had the same air of composure as Henry had. Young Avery Greatorex,

  Christopher’s only son, who had reached Beckfield some three months earlier, via the D.P. camps of Europe, where he’d unaccountably lingered after the end of the war, sat at the foot of

  the table and heard one member of the staff after another rise and offer a tribute to the guest of honour. He rubbed his eyes, feeling that nothing about him was quite real. Beckfield appeared to

  him as a little pocket of unbelievable peace; the war seemed to have passed it by. He looked through the latticed windows to the green beyond, where four geese processed solemnly down to the pond;

  and he heard, with a sort of scornful wonder, old Mr. Hall announcing that, like Drake, he would rise from his grave if ever Greatorex Brothers, by which, of course, he meant Henry, needed him. Mr.

  Hall had been employed by the firm for thirty-seven years, and, if strength were granted him, he said, he’d be happy to serve them for another thirty-seven. He was a little waxy man, with a

  spruce white moustache, and his gaze, resting on Henry, wasn’t far short of hero worship.




  How Henry could take it without squirming was more than Avery could understand. For these compliments, so innocently and devotedly offered to him, weren’t spoken with the tongue in the

  cheek. “He’s bamboozled them all till they really believe what they say,” Avery reflected, leaning back in his chair, tall and fair and more like his distinguished-looking uncle

  than he’d ever know. For Avery knew, if no one else did, that the columns of the firm weren’t himself and Uncle Henry, but old Mr. Hall and Miss Bainbridge, Uncle Henry’s devoted

  middle-aged secretary, in her brown dress, with her neat speckled hair and her hands trembling, because in a minute she was going to rise and return thanks for the female staff. Mr. Hall might stay

  late four nights out of five, Miss Bainbridge took work home at week-ends, but as the clock struck five, rain or shine Henry capped his pen, took his hat from the hook, his stick from the stand

  and, suave, benevolent, smiling—Peter Pan grown up, thought the disapproving Avery—he would make his way through the central office, followed by the smiles and good wishes of everyone

  present.




  “Feudal,” reflected Avery. “Why do they stand for it?”




  The idea that charm of itself was enough to win you a bread ticket should have been exploded long ago, but here was the old man exploiting his undoubted gifts and getting away with it a hundred

  times out of a hundred.




  Old Uncle Humbug, Old Uncle Handsome, he thought, old King Charmer at his best, smiling encouragingly at Miss Bainbridge as she rose and clutched the back of her chair to reinforce her courage.

  Miss Bainbridge was nervous. Henry was her life. Avery knew that if nobody else did. Where most people look forward to the week-end, Miss Bainbridge counted the hours to Monday morning. If Henry

  was away with a cold or on business the sun went out of her sky; she just ploughed through the day and counted the hours till morning. She was a few years Henry’s senior and used to cry

  scornfully that she couldn’t understand this ridiculous demand for pensions for spinsters at fifty-five; why, fifty-five was no age at all. Now she pushed her glasses into place and looked

  about her rather wildly. Her brows were creased with anxiety; this was her great moment. Still, wondered Avery, must she look so like a messenger of doom? Henry smiled again. Wicked old Henry, the

  bachelor but surely not the celibate. Avery could believe a good deal, knowing at least there are plenty of things too bad to be true, but he couldn’t swallow that. Women must have been

  trailing after Henry since he got into long trousers, but he wasn’t married and it didn’t seem likely he’d get caught now. Too lazy, probably, couldn’t cope with school

  bills and sickness and a woman’s moods and being tied by the heels, having to go to the seaside and play cricket on the sands instead of stepping into a B.O.A.C. airliner and floating off

  into the void without a care on earth. Mr. Hall and Miss Bainbridge might wonder how the work was getting on without them, but Avery was prepared to swear Henry didn’t even remember the

  existence of the office when he was away from it.




  Suddenly he stiffened. Something had caught his attention, as a motorist, making a good pace, is suddenly aware he’s passed a landmark without being quite sure what it is. He hadn’t

  been listening very carefully to what the old dear was saying; he thought he could have written her speech himself. But she had just said something of real import and the maddening thing was he

  couldn’t be sure what it was. Only, like an unexpected nettle stinging you into awareness, he knew something had happened he oughtn’t to overlook. He set himself to recall the words.

  The impression he had was one of danger. Miss Bainbridge had been speaking to the room at large during the earlier part of her speech, but those last words had been directed clear at Henry. Avery

  glanced up the length of the table, but there was no change in Henry’s expression. He was regarding Miss Bainbridge with a kind of tenderness, nothing so arrogant as compassion, a

  friendliness that, real or assumed, was the root of his success. It was a manner he could switch on as easily as you put on an electric light. Only with a light you get warmth and was there

  anything behind Henry’s apparent interest? The fact is, Avery decided, we none of us know anything about him, and it occurred to him, for the first time, that perhaps he, Avery, was the

  noodle, the nincompoop, and that easy-going casual charming Henry was the most subtle Greatorex of them all.




  Meantime, there was that warning that Henry was steering for danger—it never occurred to him that Miss Bainbridge might be mistaken. She knew something, though he hadn’t a notion

  what it was. Only what she was trying to say was that life’s a two-sided medal and you can’t win all the time—in short, that the Old Man had an enemy and he’d better watch

  out. Incorrigibly, Avery felt his interest quicken, for who was going to dislike Henry or wish him harm? Or (and here Avery chuckled to himself) perhaps old Uncle Charming had been cooking the

  books all these years (Avery wouldn’t put it past him and what a joke he’d think it) and Miss Bainbridge was warning him that someone was on his trail.




  And now, at last, it was Henry’s turn. He came leisurely to his feet, the romantic, the unknown, the go-getter, about whom almost anything could be true.




  First of all he thanked them for their hospitality. “I’m only sorry,” said he, “that my brothers couldn’t be here for the occasion. It must be as much of a surprise

  to them as it is to me to realise how safely I am dug in here after twenty years. I don’t mind confessing to you now that when they put me into Beckfield, when I was about the same age as my

  nephew here (and his glance added, impishly, that Avery had probably been despatched to this branch office for precisely the same reason, that he got in the old men’s hair) they were drawing

  lots as to which of them should come down and pull the chestnuts out of the fire within twelve months. As a matter of fact, they weren’t required, because we had such excellent

  chestnut-pullers on the spot. Mr. Hall, Miss Bainbridge, there’s no need for me to tell the rest of you that the firm’s reputation is in their hands rather than mine. They’ve

  given me a lot to-day, but the younger generation (and here he grinned openly at Avery) know where that credit really belongs. When I came here my brother Charles gave me a piece of advice that, he

  said, was worth a fortune. Nothing, he assured me, can be achieved without hard work.” Someone started to clap and Henry waited politely till the applause had died down. “That’s

  perfectly true, but what he didn’t add was that it needn’t of necessity be your own work. Omar Khayyám says something about taking the cash and letting the credit go. Bad

  economics, ladies and gentlemen. A sound economist sees to it that he gets cash and credit, both. And I think I may claim some success in the sphere of economics. For twenty years I’ve had

  the best of both worlds. I’ve sat in the handsomest room in the office and let other people work to support me. Does that seem immoral to you? But you’ve just heard our two principal

  speakers proclaim that they enjoy work and I enjoy the fruits of that work, so we are all satisfied. Personally I shall be content to continue in our respective roles for another twenty years, if I

  am spared, and I shall be ungrateful indeed if I make a premature departure from the scene, realising how many people are anxious to preserve my existence from overwork. And I can only hope that

  twenty years from now you will all be as satisfied with your dividends as, I am convinced, I shall be with mine.”




  He sat down to laughter and applause. Avery was aware of a sudden anger. He realised he’d underestimated Uncle Henry. It was a case of deliberate exploitation; he couldn’t guess how

  romantic and handsome and like his uncle he seemed, leaning back with one arm thrown over the back of his chair and a flush of indignation in his thin cheeks. All about him murmurs arose of

  congratulation and self-depreciation, and people were crowding Henry and there was any amount of handshaking and Miss Bainbridge actually had tears in her fine brown eyes behind the thick glasses.

  Then, thank goodness, before they could fall, the coffee came round, brought in by the landlord himself, and with it a bottle of rare old liqueur, wasted on most of those present, Avery reflected,

  feeling as starchy as his own forebear, who had died in the Smithfield fires sooner than recant a jot of his stiff-necked faith. The party broke up, people formed into little groups. Henry, coffee

  cup in hand, walked round, talking to everyone in turn. For a lazy man he seemed to know a remarkable amount about the individual’s affairs. Avery was surprised again. He couldn’t

  accept the fact that Henry had that qualification that no intellect, no hard work or integrity can replace—an ability to put himself in another man’s shoes.




  “Henry will never get the best out of a staff,” Richard Greatorex had said disapprovingly to his brother, Charles. “He doesn’t put the firm first.”




  He was right, of course. Henry believed in the rights of the individual. When he interviewed clients he gave the impression that this was the one case of hardship or injustice to engage his

  attention. It was the equivalent of what, in doctors, is known as a bedside manner. Henry had it to perfection. What lay beneath it Avery hadn’t, at this date, the slightest idea.




  On the way back to the office he contrived to walk with Miss Bainbridge.




  “Tell me something,” he said. “What were you warning Uncle Henry against?”




  He saw apprehension leap into the brown eyes; her voice came quick and low.




  “Mr. Avery, you’re one of the family. Perhaps you could drop him a hint—that things aren’t always what they seem, I mean—and it doesn’t do to trust everybody.

  He wouldn’t think—being so sympathetic and unselfseeking (this was almost enough to make Avery puke)—that everyone isn’t the same. And jealousy’s a dreadful thing.

  It’s like a knife in your back, it could even be a knife in your back . . .”




  “You know, if I had the smallest idea what you were talking about we could get on faster,” suggested Avery, pleasantly. “Who’s jealous?”




  She hesitated, coloured unbecomingly, then muttered something about a woman. Ho, ho, thought Avery, so he’s not impervious after all. This’ll make the uncles in London sit up. But

  how on earth . . .? How on earth did Miss Bainbridge know anything about it, he meant? Whether she really knew anything or whether she was building some fancy situation with no foundation in fact

  he couldn’t yet determine, and before he could put another question to her, Henry came strolling up and joined them.




  “I hope my nephew isn’t trying to demoralise you, Miss Bainbridge,” he remarked. “He doesn’t approve of me, you know. Not his fault, of course. He’s just a

  product of his generation. He doesn’t remember a world where leisure was as necessary as air. We’ve reached a stage in our social development where conscientious people have an actual

  sense of guilt if they’re not working practically all their waking hours.”




  “You’ve got us wrong, Uncle Henry,” said Avery coolly. “Miss Bainbridge and I enjoy ourselves in our own way, which is by working. We shouldn’t get any fun out of

  grasshoppering . . .”




  “Two industrious emmets,” Henry grinned. “You should try grasshoppering some time, though. There’s something very pleasant about the hot sun and the nice whirring noise

  in the grass. After all, if you’ve never tried the joys of idleness you’re in much the same position as a man who’s never tasted anything but roast beef and swears it’s the

  best dish in the world. It would be just as fair to say it was the worst. Rejoice, oh young man, in thy youth, and don’t be a slave to duty, Miss Bainbridge. You’re a positive reproach

  to me, I swear you are.”




  “Oh, Mr. Henry.” (She always called him that, having worked in the London office for the first two years of her service with the Greatorexes.) “I could never be happy doing

  nothing.”




  “An acquired taste,” Henry agreed. “But I can see I’m wasting my time.”




  Someone else came up and he moved away. “Do you know the only thing that really frightens me?” Miss Bainbridge inquired of Avery. “The thought that one day I may have to give

  up work, because I shall be past it. I do try to think up hobbies, but it’s no use. My last prayer every night is that I shall die in harness.”




  It seemed to Avery quite probable that this was one of those prayers that would be answered, certainly if Uncle H. had anything to do with it.




  Up in London the brothers were solemnly toasting Henry in a glass of excellent port.




  “I take off my hat to him, as they say nowadays,” acknowledged Charles. “I never thought he’d stick it.”




  “Oh, Henry’s full of surprises,” Richard growled. “We haven’t had the last, you mark my words.”




  “What have you in mind now?” his brother wanted to know.




  They looked like a pair off ’Forsyte ’Change, both impeccably dressed and turned out, leisured, dignified, never touching dubious business, their reputation as spotless as the linen

  they changed every morning. They were both widowers—(Greatorex wives have a way of predeceasing their husbands, one day the police ought to look into it, commented Henry irreverently),

  Charles, childless all his days, Richard with a boy who had fallen at Dunkirk and an only daughter married and on the other side of the world. Avery was their hope now, and he was a dark horse,

  too. Charles said as much.




  “The last of the Greatorexes,” he observed.




  Richard sprang his mine. “I wouldn’t be too sure. Henry always had the capacity to consume his own smoke. Did it occur to you that this decision of Graham Carr to take his daughter

  on a cruise was a bit sudden?”




  Charles looked astounded. “You mean Henry—and Beverley Carr? But she’s young enough to be his daughter.”




  “Oh, Henry’s ageless. That’s part of his charm. The year he was with us he could do anything he liked with the staff. They never made any secret of it, and it went for the men

  as well as the women. And I don’t doubt it’s been precisely the same at Beckfield. Walking through the street with Henry is like attending a civic reception. I suggested to him it might

  be simpler for him to carry his hat, save him the trouble of taking it off every thirty seconds, but he said if he had it in his hand he couldn’t raise it, and they’re old-fashioned at

  Beckfield. To be candid with you, Chas, I’ve often wondered how he contrived to stay single so long.”




  “And now this girl!” Charles still could scarcely accept it.




  “Mind you, I can’t answer for Henry. But Graham told me in confidence she’s completely infatuated. He wants to give her a chance to see things straight, and really one

  can scarcely blame him. I wouldn’t have wanted Moira to marry a man five-and-twenty years older than herself. In point of fact, he was trying to pump me.”




  “To know if Henry had dropped a hint?”




  “Precisely. I had to tell him I knew nothing, but that if Henry wanted to marry Beverley he’d go straight to the fountain-head.”




  “And does he?” Charles reflected.




  “Your guess is as good as mine. But he made one rather cryptic remark last time I saw him. A man only starts to get old when he becomes incapable of change, he said. I admit that might

  mean nothing coming from an ordinary man, but, for all his casual airs, Henry doesn’t often say a thing for the pleasure of hearing his own voice. As they say on the stage, he throws whole

  sentences away. But that doesn’t imply they’re valueless.”




  “And Graham? Did he give any idea of his attitude?”




  “The girl’s all he has, he wants her happiness above all things. And if Henry is her happiness, he’d not stand in their way. And if our younger brother sets himself to get a

  thing, I’ve never known him to fail. I tell you, the whole of Beckfield would go into mourning if anything happened to Henry. Chris was the same. They get it from that mother of theirs, I

  suppose.” He thought of his own mother and Charles’s, an upright uncompromising woman who wouldn’t have crossed the road to speak to her husband’s second choice.




  “If you’re right, this is going to put young Avery’s nose out of joint,” Charles murmured, but Richard replied that he had no particular confidence in Avery. He was like

  Henry in that he didn’t consider law the last word—just a pack of rules put together by fallible men for their self-protection, he’d call it. “No,” he assured his

  brother, “Henry’s son may inherit the business yet, and, if he does, Avery will walk out without a care in the world. He’s like his father there. No proper sense of values. As for

  Henry, if he wants this girl, he’ll have her. On my Sam, I believe that chap could get away with murder.”




  Back in the office Henry uncapped his pen, put some correspondence conveniently to hand, took a sheet of plain paper from a stationery rack and settled down to think about

  Beverley. He was under no illusions whatsoever as to Graham Carr’s motive in swooping down and whisking his daughter off to the Canaries. And, as it happened, this suited Henry’s book

  very well. Not that he was in any doubt about his own feelings. There was a song you sometimes heard on the wireless about the breeze whispering Louise, only in his case it whispered—no,

  shouted—Beverley. From their first meeting, three months earlier, he had known here was his fate. He’d managed to side-step quite a number of excellent chances during the past twenty

  years, had thought it likely he’d go unwed to the grave, but his first sight of Beverley changed all that. He knew there was more than twenty years between them but he didn’t propose to

  let that stand in his way. The obvious Greatorex to suit her, if she was going to marry into the family, was Avery, but, thought Henry, quite dispassionate, quite cool, if she so much as looks in

  his direction I shall take my nephew out to lunch and without any hesitation dunk a dose of poison in his coffee, or invite him to come walking with me and push him off a cliff, or . . . He laughed

  then. Avery wasn’t going to have the chance of marrying Beverley, because if Henry didn’t marry her no one should. He didn’t know what she felt, couldn’t speak to her father

  for her till he’d cleared up some loose ends that might trip them both if they weren’t tidied out of the way. And he proposed to start the tidying process to-night. In a word, he had to

  clear up the business of Stella.




  At approximately the same time, three other people had Henry in the front of their minds, three people whose future was to be closely knit with his.




  In the Customs shed Beverley Carr watched the officials sign her baggage for removal to the ship. Three months ago she’d have been mad with excitement at the thought of this

  cruise—the only child of a widower absorbed in his own concerns, her life had been a very quiet one—but now everything was different. Now her troubled heart beat like a piston-rod.

  Hen-ry. Hen-ry. Hen-ry. Surely he couldn’t be indifferent and yet—he’d said nothing, had seemed almost pleased, when he learned of her plans. Whenever she

  heard his name her own heart plunged and then seemed to stop beating, because this time, this time, she might hear he was going to marry someone whose name wasn’t Beverley Carr.




  “If I don’t marry him I shall die an old maid,” she told her reflection in the glass. She’d never understood love could do this to you, had thought it fun to have young

  men laying their hearts at her feet; she had tried to be kind and not lead them on. And now she was the rejected one. She was certain he didn’t care. Love had made her humble; she

  didn’t guess how humble it made Henry, too.




  Her father’s hand closed on her arm. “Toothache, Beverley?”




  “Of course not.” Don’t let Father guess. Father must never guess. She looked round in a sprightly fashion. No doubt there’d be a score of charmers on board who’d

  manage to drive Henry’s image out of her heart. She inspected them all that first night at dinner and, having done so, sympathised with the man who, married to a plain woman, stood his wife

  in the hall-stand and took his umbrella to bed.




  In their little house at Burns Row, Martindale, William Lockyer said to his wife, “What’s the time, Martha?”




  “It’s not four yet. You get a bit of sleep before Mr. Browne comes or you won’t beat him at chess to-night.”




  “If he comes.”




  “Now, Will, why do we have to have this every week? He’s been coming for five years, except when he’s been on holiday or sick, and then he’s always let us

  know.”




  “Can’t think why he troubles,” said Will Lockyer, who had had one of his bad nights and was now scarcely ever free from pain. “He’s a good chap, Martha.”




  “He comes to get a handsome game of chess,” insisted Martha, loyally. “He says so himself. People don’t play chess any more, it’s all this canasta and

  television.”




  “It was good of him to bring us the TV set. It’s what I’ve always said. You get the real old type of officer . . .”




  Martha nodded. She’d heard it all before, but she was patient, because she knew she couldn’t have stood it if she’d been in Will’s place. Thirty-five years of ill-health,

  ten more years than he’d had of being like other men. That first war had a lot to answer for. And the last ten years hardly out of bed one day in four and now not above a dozen hours a week;

  and the doctor said he was bound to go downhill from now on. And people were busy, not unkind, but kept themselves to themselves, and everybody has their troubles, and a bedridden man can’t

  join in general conversation, I mean, you have to be so careful, not say the wrong thing. There are so many words you mustn’t use. Cripple was one; and jokes about impotence, meaning no harm,

  of course, the way most men didn’t, but when you were like poor Will you seemed to have lost more than the use of your limbs. You lost a skin, things that slipped off another man were like

  knives to you. She was as grateful to Henry Browne as Will was. Friday nights were the highlight of the week. He always stayed an hour, sometimes more, which gave her a chance to slip down to the

  Ladies’ Bar at the Coach and Horses, with Mrs. Hope and Mrs. Worsley, just for a change. She had never been a drinking woman—a half pint of stout saw her through the evening—but,

  oh, the break and the refreshment of that blessed hour every Friday night. And the magazines he brought, the kind with shiny pages, not old ones he’d done with, but brand-new, not even read.

  And the way he and Will nattered away on subjects you couldn’t expect a woman to understand, the state of the world and research and all those bodies and societies you only knew by initials

  and they didn’t convey anything to you, not really—Mr. Browne had them all at the tip of his tongue.




  “Now you get a bit of shut-eye,” she coaxed her husband, “and I’ll start getting the supper ready. You know he’s always here at six, and you’ll see,

  he’ll be here to-night same as every other Friday.”




  That evening, in a house not a mile away from the Lockyers’, Stella Foster put on her new green dress and contemplated the evening’s possibilities. Stella was that

  displaced person in modern social life, the deserted married woman who has never sued for divorce and is no longer in a position to do so. When Henry first met her, five years earlier, she had

  reminded him of one of the figures in Botticelli’s “Primavera.” She had yellow hair without a hint of gold in it, and eyes of a strange lucent green set a little aslant under

  smooth fair brows. Her face was rather long, with beautifully-moulded temples and cheekbones, she had a Mona Lisa mouth and a great air of repose. And yet, under the quiet and the promise of peace,

  life stirred vigorously, just as it burns and labours under the tranquil earth when the sap goes racing through the bough and the flower unfurls from the sheath. Mind you, his feeling for her had

  never been what he now felt for Beverley. Here, he had thought, was the adventure to be taken in hand and enjoyed, never the promise of a new life that could only be swallowed up by the grave.

  Since he met Beverley he had begun to think the old die-hards like his brothers had something, after all, with their rigid belief in the immortality of the soul and eternal life. Hitherto, he

  couldn’t imagine any power of creation who would want to preserve casual, lazy Henry Greatorex after the breath had left his body, but Henry and Beverley together would become an expression

  of that love that is imperishable. For the first time in his life he discovered the truth of the saying that it is not good for man to live alone. Man alone was nothing until he was transfigured by

  love, love for a woman, an ideal, a God. For him immortality had taken the shape of Beverley Carr. None of this knowledge had been vouchsafed him when he encountered Stella. It was the merest

  chance they had met at all, and she gave him the most delightful sensation, like being in a cool wood, where no fierce winds penetrated the branches and even the bird-song was subdued. He met her

  again and again, learned a little about her.




  “I’m married,” she told him frankly. “It didn’t last. Sydney wasn’t the marrying sort. He did warn me but I wouldn’t listen. I was over the moon with

  love. He blew off after about a year, and I’ve hardly heard from him since. No, we never tried for a divorce, either of us, because it came to me I’m not really the marrying kind

  either.”




  She had a small dressmaking business, was what’s known as a “little woman”, and a little money she had inherited. She worked during the day and went out with friends in the

  evening. No, she was not too lonely. It was not a bad life. When he got to know her better he understood about that. She attracted people, men in particular, as the sun attracts the bud. She

  couldn’t go into a saloon bar—at the Coach and Horses, say, or the Horn of Plenty—without someone coming along and wanting to buy her a drink. They were her version of the

  Women’s Institute, she said. Henry reserved his comments, only assuring himself she didn’t know much about women’s institutes. And she made her own clothes and liked

  cooking—taking one thing with another, she made out. Within a few weeks they had become lovers.




  Henry set her up in a little house in Hallett Street and she kept on with her dressmaking more for the company it implied than anything else, and he visited her pretty often at first, but cooled

  off fairly soon. Still, she was good company and charming to look at, and experienced in all the ways that bind men. She kept him away from other women, too, and one way and another the affair ran

  on very accommodatingly for five years or so. Henry wasn’t jealous and if he suspected she was not altogether faithful to him he kept that to himself. Stella was no fool either; she had known

  for twelve months at least that it was only his lazy good nature and his excellent manners that kept him coming so steadily every Friday, regular as clockwork. In the contrary order of things, as

  his indifference grew her passion quickened. She knew exactly when he met Beverley, there was a change in him, a warmth, an urgency that had never been for her. Not that he ever dropped a hint.

  Come to that, he had always been remarkably secretive about his private life, and even now she did not realise that his main desire was to preserve that privacy; he did not want even attractive

  women like Stella, well-meaning devoted women like Addie Bainbridge, straying through the passages of his mind, peeping through his secret doors. He remained urbane, courteous, charming, but always

  a mystery, even after five years.




  





  Chapter Two




  HENRY GREATOREX had a service flat in a compact building on the farther side of Beckfield. It was about a quarter of a mile

  from his office, and he would come swinging out in the morning, as ready for the new day as a schoolboy on Saturday morning. He didn’t run a car, saying he owed it to his figure to keep on

  his own feet. That might have seemed odd in anyone else, but Henry was a law to himself. On this momentous night, that was to transform his world, he reached home soon after five, poured himself

  out his customary glass of sherry, but a little earlier than usual, and changed his grey suit for a beautifully-cut country tweed. He pitched his silver-grey hat on to a shelf, and put on a soft

  chocolate-coloured monstrosity (the London brothers would have said) and, every inch the country squire, prepared for the evening. He shaved for the second time that day, being what Arthur Crook,

  that least conventional of lawyers, would have called a fussy fellow, a descendant of dandies and still aware of his ancestry. Dusting the talcum powder over his chin he found himself wishing for

  once that the evening was well over. He was a lazy chap and hated trouble. If he weren’t, he could have eased himself out of this situation a couple of years ago, but he liked things to be

  pleasant, and why hurt anyone’s feelings if it can be helped? So he had drifted until now he found himself on the edge of the rapids, and by no means certain that he was going to come through

  unscathed. Ah, well, trust to his luck, which had stood him pretty well up to the present; and maybe Stella would meet him half-way.




  As Crook would have observed—And how!




  A pile of new glossy magazines and periodicals lay on a table in the hall, and he scooped them up on his way out. He walked across the little common past the Duck and Six Drakes where the bus

  pulled up, arriving thirty seconds before it appeared round the bend. There were several people waiting, but he found a seat and was surprised and not too pleased to hear someone say his name. It

  was his nephew, Avery, accompanied by a handsome solid-looking Scotch terrier, with the moustaches of a guardee and eyebrows a prawn might envy. He sat very square and erect in the passageway of

  the bus, magnificently unaware of everyone.




  “Yours?” asked Henry, rather astonished.




  “By adoption and grace. I should introduce you. Meet Mr. Smith. He belonged to the previous tenants at my lodgings, but they couldn’t be bothered with him. Gave him a seat in the

  window, two meals a day and a run to the pillar box morning and night, and thought they’d done their duty by him. When they went away they left Mr. Smith behind with a roll of old carpet and

  a lot of newspapers.”




  “So you took him on? You’re your father’s son all right. Ever think of being a parson?” he added, keenly.




  Avery felt the colour mount to his cheeks. Typical of the Old Man to hit the nail on the head without even trying.




  “Yes,” he admitted, hoping he betrayed none of his inward confusion. “Too much red tape,” he added. “Exams and so forth.”
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