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  Chapter One




  ‘Those dogs!’ Valerie said. ‘Whatever’s the matter with them?’




  ‘They’ve been at it all night,’ her brother Edmund said. ‘On and on. They’ve been driving me mad.’




  ‘You didn’t get much sleep, did you?’ she said. ‘I thought I heard you get up once or twice after I came out to see if I could help you.’




  ‘I’m sorry if I woke you.’ Edmund Hackett sat down at the table. He looked ill and exhausted as he dropped into his chair. He was in his pyjamas and dressing-gown. His face was

  haggard and his eyes, grey-green behind large, round, gold-rimmed spectacles, were red with tiredness. ‘I went on being sick, or thinking I wanted to be sick and not being able to, for most

  of the night.’




  ‘Why don’t you go back to bed?’ Valerie asked. ‘I’ll bring your breakfast up to you.’




  ‘No, it’s all right, just give me some coffee. I don’t want anything to eat.’




  Valerie, wearing a dressing-gown too, poured out the coffee. She looked at Edmund with concern. He was forty and she was seven years younger, but her attitude to him, for as long as she could

  remember, even in their childhood, had been maternal. He had always seemed to need it. In his work he might be, indeed she was convinced that he was, extremely competent, but outside it he was a

  man who found the little practicalities of life almost impossible to deal with. His clothes, his papers, the act of remembering where he had put something down, his health, or making important

  decisions, such as when he should have his hair cut or what thriller he should read next, all presented him with problems which it seemed were impossible for him to solve without Valerie’s

  advice and assistance.




  ‘Have you had any sleep at all?’ she asked.




  ‘A bit towards morning,’ he answered. ‘You’re looking a bit peaked yourself. D’you think you’re coming down with it too?’




  ‘I shouldn’t think so. I feel quite all right. But I didn’t get much sleep either. I started thinking, for some reason, and couldn’t stop.’




  ‘Thinking about what?’




  ‘Just this and that.’ She poured out some coffee for herself. ‘Nothing special.’




  ‘But you’ve had something on your mind for some time, haven’t you? The last few weeks. I’ve noticed.’




  Edmund, in fact, noticed most things, although he often seemed so wrapped up in himself. He was very perceptive. It could make him disconcerting to live with.




  ‘Ah well, I sometimes think about the future,’ Valerie said. ‘Then I start wondering. I sometimes feel as if I don’t really know what I’m supposed to be doing with

  myself. But it’s just a mood, it’ll go.’




  ‘You don’t usually go in for moods.’




  There was a trace of complaint in Edmund’s voice. Moods were his privilege. So were uncertainties and indecision. Valerie was the one who was supposed never to be at a loss as to what

  should be done next. And in general she seldom was. In the long term there might be a certain haziness about her view of things, but it did not show, she kept it to herself. She had been living

  with Edmund for five years now, ever since her husband, Michael Bayne, had died of a fractured skull when he was rock-climbing, and if she had ever had thoughts of doing anything but live with

  Edmund for the rest of her life, no one had ever guessed at them.




  She was a slender woman, fairly tall, with a calm, oval face which was rather expressionless except when her large grey eyes fastened on something, perhaps some other face, or the movement of a

  pair of hands, or the shape of a shadow on the fields, or of a cloud in the sky, with a look of probing attention, as if there were something of the utmost importance to her to be wrung from the

  object. But even then, if she became aware that this had been observed, the look was quickly blotted out by an anxious sort of blankness. She seemed to want no one to be given a chance to see into

  her thoughts. Yet she was known as a friendly woman, even-tempered, unmalicious, reliable in little acts of neighbourliness. Her presence had helped very much to smooth Edmund’s way for him

  when he had come, only a little before she had come to live with him, to his present job as Deputy Director of the Martindale Research Station near the small town of Keyfield.




  ‘Anyway, we’d better get Dr Inglis,’ she said as she buttered toast for herself. ‘He’ll give you something.’




  ‘No,’ Edmund said irritably. He hated having the doctor. It always made him feel that there might be something seriously the matter with him. ‘It’s just this bug

  that’s around. And I’m over the worst of it. Or perhaps it’s something I ate. Those chicken livers we had for lunch yesterday. I don’t know. It doesn’t

  matter.’




  ‘All the same –’




  ‘No, he’ll just shovel some pills into me that’ll make me feel worse than I do already. Val, if you’re worrying about the future it’s because you’re bored,

  isn’t it? And we can’t have that. We’ll have to talk about it some time.’




  ‘There’s no need,’ she said. ‘It’s nothing. I don’t know why I said anything about it at all.’




  ‘Oh, I’ve seen it coming for some time,’ he said. ‘Perhaps it’s actually a healthy sign. It may mean you’re beginning to get over Michael’s death. Like

  the restlessness that gets into one when one’s convalescent after an illness. It’s hell in its own way, but still a good sign. We’ll talk about it some time. Only not just now,

  because I feel pretty much in a fog.’




  ‘D’you think you’ve got a temperature?’




  ‘I’m sure I haven’t.’




  ‘I wish you’d go back to bed.’




  ‘Perhaps I will presently. I’ll see. This coffee’s making me feel better.’




  He did not look any better. His face, always a rather muddy colour, this morning was almost grey and his skin seemed to hang on it loosely, sagging under his chin, and making his neck, above the

  unbuttoned collar of his pyjamas, look old and wrinkled. He had not combed his hair. It had once been the same light brown as Valerie’s, but now it was thickly streaked with grey and it was

  standing up in tufts above his high forehead, tufts which he made look wilder by frequently raking his fingers through them.




  ‘About that meeting last night,’ he said, ‘how did it go?’




  The evening before he and Valerie had intended to go to the monthly meeting of the Botanical Society in Keyfield, but because he had not been feeling well, she had driven off by herself.




  ‘All right,’ she said. ‘The same as usual.’




  ‘As dull as ever?’ But before Valerie could answer, he burst out, ‘Those damn dogs! What’s got into them? They’ve been at it since soon after you went out last

  night.’




  ‘Have they? I heard them when I got back,’ she said, ‘but I didn’t take much notice of them. I thought they’d just taken it into their heads to bark at the car for

  some reason.’




  ‘I wonder if anything’s wrong.’




  ‘Perhaps I’d better go over and see. Perhaps Charles has got this bug, like you, and hasn’t got up to let them out. Only that wouldn’t account for their keeping it up all

  night, would it? I’ll get dressed and go over.’ She got up and started towards the door.




  ‘You could finish your breakfast,’ Edmund said.




  ‘But if something’s wrong with Charles . . .’




  ‘More likely he’s gone up to London and for once forgotten to tell us.’




  ‘In that case someone still ought to let the dogs out. I’ll run over and make sure.’




  She went quickly up to her room.




  It was at the back of the house and once inside it she could not hear the barking of the dogs. Edmund’s room faced the home of their neighbour, Charles Gair, Director of the Martindale

  Research Station, which was why Edmund had been disturbed all night. The two houses were separated only by a narrow courtyard. Charles Gair lived in the old Martindale farmhouse, a long, low house

  of golden-grey stone, most of which had been built in the seventeenth century, while Edmund’s house had once been the stable block of the farm, and looked as old as the other, though inside

  it had been skilfully converted into a pleasant modern house.




  This had been done at the same time as the big block of laboratories had been built farther on along the old farm drive and the acres surrounding them divided into experimental plots for soft

  fruits. From Valerie’s window she could see several long strips of red-brown earth, all striped with the shiny green of strawberry plants, a different variety on each plot, with white

  blossoms covering the plants. But it would not be so very long now before the yearly orgy of strawberries and cream would begin, of deep-freezing and jam-making. That was one of the perquisites of

  being connected with a research station like the Martindale. Beyond the strawberry beds was a copse of beeches, still with the May-time glitter on their green, and beyond them a low, rounded

  hillock, covered with rows of blackcurrant bushes. There was a faultless neatness everywhere, and because there had been rain in the night but the sun was shining now, everything gleamed as if the

  whole scene had just had its face washed and its hair combed.




  While she was getting dressed Valerie heard Edmund come upstairs and go to his room. So he had decided to go back to bed, she thought. That seemed sensible, after the sort of night that he had

  had. And as it was a Sunday there was no need to telephone anyone at the Martindale to say that he was ill. And very likely he would be able to go back to work tomorrow. He had a way of bouncing up

  again rapidly after any sort of illness. His digestion was his worst trouble. It was easily upset by any infection that happened to be around, or even by his own emotions. For he was a worrier. He

  was probably engaged now in trying to work out how he had picked up this particular bout of sickness. That would seem to him important. He might decide that it had come from Hugh Rundell, the

  Secretary of the research station, who had had an upset and been away from work for a couple of days last week. Or perhaps Edmund would decide that he had been made ill by a slight row that he had

  had with Charles Gair yesterday morning. For Edmund was much given to analysing himself, exploring the labyrinths of his own repressed aggression.




  Putting on jeans, a cotton shirt and sandals, Valerie coiled her hair up quickly and went downstairs.




  As she reached the sitting-room she heard the dogs again. The barking was intermittent now, as if they were becoming tired, but when they gave tongue there was an eerie sound of howling in it

  that sent a little chill through her veins. What had happened? It was not like Charles to go away and forget to ask her and Edmund to look after the animals, to whom he was devoted. And he had been

  up to London for a few days only last week. Why should he have gone away again so soon?




  She went to the kitchen and took the key of Charles’s house from the hook where it always hung. Years ago he had asked her to keep the key for him, so that she and Edmund could look after

  the dogs when Charles went away. Returning to the sitting-room, she had just started towards the door that opened straight out of the room into the courtyard between the two houses when there was a

  knock at the door.




  She opened it. Hugh Rundell stood there. She was surprised to see him, for he lived in Keyfield and did not often come to the Martindale on a Sunday. He was a tall, spare man of about

  Edmund’s age, with shoulders that sagged a little and who nearly always looked tired, though he drove himself at his work with fierce intensity, as if there were really nothing else in the

  world that mattered. This morning he was in a light grey sweater and grey slacks, as neat as he always was. His face, with its regular features, always well-shaven, looked very neat too. His hair

  was a dead-looking brown and slicked down close to his head. His weary eyes were light blue and at the moment had a startled, desperate look in them, as if something had happened to him that he

  could not understand and very nearly could not bear.




  ‘Val, she’s written to me again,’ he said. ‘God damn the woman, she’s written again!’










  Chapter Two




  Valerie looked past him at Charles Gair’s house, then she looked at Hugh’s face. She had to make a decision about priorities. It happened that the dogs were silent

  just then.




  ‘Well, come in,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to pop out in a moment, but come in. You mean Debbie’s written?’




  ‘Yes, yes, Debbie.’ He wandered to the middle of the room and stood looking round him as if he were in an unfamiliar place, instead of one which he visited sometimes two or three

  times a week. He moved as if he were lost and as if he felt that if he planted a foot incautiously it might sink into a quagmire. ‘Debbie, of course. Where’s Edmund?’




  ‘In bed, I think. He’s not well.’




  ‘I’m sorry. Yes – ten months and then she writes again, and about nothing. She needn’t have done it. I wish she wouldn’t. I wish she’d leave me alone. For one

  thing, it upsets Isobel so much. She cries and cries every time one of the damned letters comes. This one came in the second post yesterday. And I thought she was going to take it all right for

  once. She was quite calm, almost amused, I thought. But this morning she won’t get up and she’s started crying and she won’t stop. That’s why I came out. I felt I

  couldn’t stand it any more. And I think it only makes things worse if I’m about. She turns against me, as if it was all my fault.’




  Debbie was the wife who had left Hugh nearly five years ago, soon after Valerie had come to live with Edmund. The two women had known each other slightly and there had been the beginnings of a

  kind of friendship between them. A curious fact, in its way, for they had had almost nothing in common and Debbie normally had not had much use for other women. Yet it was because of that

  rudimentary friendship, Valerie thought, that Hugh now confided in her as much as he did. Though he needed sometimes to let out his own bitterness, his deep and unforgiving sense of injury, he

  could not endure it when this stirred up feelings too antagonistic to his wife in anyone else. He still seemed to feel some obligation to protect her from attack. And there were plenty of people

  who were ready to attack her. Debbie Rundell had not been popular at the Martindale. She had been an unsettling influence in too many marriages.




  Isobel, the Rundells’ daughter, was now a difficult seventeen, with the promise of growing into something like her mother’s beauty but with her nature still a mystery, varying from

  day to day from sweetness to sullenness, from a remarkably adult perceptiveness to an adolescent’s prickly self-centredness.




  Hugh brought an envelope out of his pocket.




  ‘Will you read this letter?’ he said. ‘I brought it to show you. I want you to tell me why you think she writes like this. What makes her do it? Is it because she isn’t

  really sane?’




  ‘She isn’t asking for anything?’ Valerie asked, meaning, of course, money.




  ‘No,’ Hugh said. ‘She never asks for anything. But she must want something. Only what? What?’ He normally spoke in a low, monotonous tone, over-controlled, but

  now, on the last word, his voice went loud and harsh. ‘Here, read it.’




  Valerie glanced at the window. ‘I ought to go.’




  ‘Just look at it,’ he said urgently.




  ‘It’s the dogs,’ she said. ‘They keep on barking and barking. I’m afraid something’s wrong.’




  ‘This won’t take a minute.’




  She took the letter and sat down in a chair beside the empty fireplace.




  As she began to read Hugh roamed about the room, then flung himself down in a chair, facing her. She first studied the envelope. Hugh’s address was written on it in the sprawling

  handwriting that she had come to know because she had seen most of the letters that Debbie had written to him over the years. The postmark was Paris. There were two sheets of paper inside. The

  letter ran:




  

    

      

        Poor, dearest Hugh – I know you hate to get my letters, you must, but sometimes I get the feeling I just have to write to you. I’m sure you’d sooner I

        dropped out of your life altogether. But if you would, you’d have divorced me, wouldn’t you, and married again? I think probably you ought to marry again, and if you want a

        divorce, of course I’ll agree. Not that it matters one way or the other to me. I know I shan’t ever want to marry again. I can’t stand being tied to anyone and I can’t

        stand living the kind of life people expect of you if you’re married. That awful Martindale! The fearful gossip sessions over coffee. The scandals we used to whisper about one another.

        Perhaps things would have been better for you and me if we’d lived in London or some big town, then people wouldn’t have been able to watch every single thing I did and make me

        feel they all hated me. But you know what I used to feel about all that, so there’s no point in my going on and on about it. You’re the only man I’ve ever been really fond

        of deep down inside. But that wasn’t enough, isn’t it funny? I can’t really explain it. I’m quite happy in my own way now, so if you ever worry about me, don’t.

        Only sometimes I get this feeling of wanting to write to you. Sometimes I think of Isobel too and wonder what she’s like. She’s almost grown-up, isn’t she? I can’t

        imagine it. I always remember her in that awful school uniform she had to wear, but she was such a pretty thing, wasn’t she? Is she very pretty still? But I don’t really expect

        you to write and tell me. I’m moving on from here on Friday, going back to the States, where I want to find myself a new apartment, as I got rid of my old one before I came on this

        trip. But lots of love to you, dear Hugh, even if it’s not the sort of love you wanted. Your Debbie.


      


    


  




  The address at the head of the letter was a hotel in the Rue Jacob.




  Valerie handed it back to Hugh.




  ‘She never tells you anything about herself, does she?’ she said.




  ‘No, all I know is that she moves about a good deal,’ he said, ‘and presumably has a job of some sort, because she doesn’t seem to need money. There’ve certainly

  been men in her life too. But apart from that and the fact that she can’t want me to write back to her, since she never lets me have an address I can write to, I don’t know a thing. So

  why does she have to write to me at all? What does she want?’




  ‘It can’t be anything very rational,’ Valerie said. ‘Perhaps it’s something like wanting to see Isobel, but being afraid to come out and say so.’




  ‘Isobel’s very bitter against her, you know,’ he said. ‘I think she almost hates Debbie’s memory.’




  ‘Why do you let her see the letters then, if they upset her so?’




  He gave a hard little laugh. ‘She opened the letter before I got home yesterday. She knows the writing, of course. And as I told you, I thought she was going to take it in her stride for

  once. She was busy finishing a dress she’d been making and washing her hair and so on to go out for the evening, to a dance or something, with young Haydon, and she just gave me the letter,

  saying, “Here’s something for you,” and went on with her own affairs. But this morning she’s crying and crying, just as she always did when she was younger.’




  ‘And you think that’s because of the letter and not because of anything that happened with Ivor?’




  Ivor Haydon was a young geneticist who had recently come to work at the Martindale.




  ‘D’you know, I never thought of that?’ Hugh said. ‘I took for granted it was the letter.’ He paused. ‘Yes, it was the letter. She said so. She said she wished

  Mummy wouldn’t go on writing – and she very seldom says “Mummy” now. She generally says “my mother”, in a very detached tone of voice. Very grown-up. Saying

  “Mummy” was a sign she was upset by the letter. Anyway, Haydon wouldn’t do anything to upset her so badly. I’ve not much use for him myself, but he’s not bad in his

  way.’




  ‘Perhaps he just didn’t do enough,’ Valerie suggested. ‘You never know how they’ll take things at Isobel’s age. The new dress and the hair-do make it sound as

  if she expected it to be quite an occasion. And if nothing much happened she may have been unbearably disappointed. But I expect you’re right, it was the letter.’




  Hugh had leant back in his chair, his hands thrust deep into his pockets, his long legs in their perfectly creased trousers stretched out before him. His chin was sunk on his chest.




  ‘Val, tell me something,’ he said. ‘You’ve noticed how Debbie never really tells me anything about herself. Would you say she’s actually deliberately

  secretive?’




  ‘Well, yes, I think I would,’ Valerie answered.




  ‘Then would you say . . .?’ He hesitated. ‘It’s a melodramatic idea, but I can’t get it out of my head. Would you say there’s a chance she’s got herself

  mixed up in something – call it dubious? A thing she’s really afraid of my finding out about. I know she’s getting money from somewhere. Well, suppose it’s something

  illegal. Possibly dangerous.’




  Valerie took a moment to consider this new idea. ‘I hadn’t thought of that, Hugh, but now you’ve suggested it . . .’ She met his light blue, tired eyes, but found that

  they were not really looking at her, but through her to something a long way beyond her. ‘Have you suspected this for some time, or only since you got this letter?’




  ‘I think I started wondering about it the last time I heard from her,’ he said. ‘D’you remember, that letter came from Yugoslavia? And just like this one, it really said

  nothing at all and didn’t give me an address to write to. So I started wondering if she’d written out of a – well, a sort of nostalgia for the old days, when things at least were

  reasonably secure, even if they were dull, and there was no question of worrying about what was going to happen tomorrow, or the day after. Don’t you think she might feel like that

  occasionally? If she’d got mixed up in something exciting but rather dangerous, don’t you think she might have attacks of wishing she was out of it and back in dreary old

  Keyfield?’




  ‘Would you have her back if she wanted to come?’ Valerie asked.




  ‘Good God, no!’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘As sure as I am of anything.’




  She doubted it, even if he thought that he was telling the truth. She saw how tense his long body was and how carefully he was handling himself to maintain the appearance of composure. It was

  always very important to Hugh to appear to be in perfect control of himself.




  Keeping his voice deliberately low and level, he went on, ‘I’m only trying to find an explanation of these letters of hers. For my own peace of mind. If I felt I understood them, I

  think perhaps I could discuss them with Isobel, which might help her quite a bit, don’t you think?’




  ‘You feel it might help her to have it suggested that her mother’s taken up smuggling or spying or something?’




  He gave another dry little laugh. ‘You think that wasn’t a very good idea of mine. But leaving Isobel out, what about this possibility that Debbie’s gone in for

  crime?’




  ‘Well, I never knew her very well, you know. She left quite soon after I got here. You ought to be able to judge far better than I can how far she’d be likely to go.’




  ‘To any lengths, if she felt like it,’ he answered. ‘She’s got a lot of courage and no conscience at all. That’s an explosive mixture. It could take her

  anywhere.’




  Valerie was watching his self-contained face, wondering why, in spite of his regular, well-formed features, he was really not in the least handsome.




  ‘I know I’ve said it before,’ she said, ‘but I’ve often wondered how the two of you ever got teamed up.’




  ‘You don’t have to wonder why I found her attractive, do you?’ he asked. ‘My God, I’ve never known anyone like her! What she saw in me, well, that’s a puzzle,

  though it didn’t occur to me at the time. I saw myself as a very desirable husband. There’s no doubt about it, I was complacent and perfectly ready to take everything for granted. Now I

  don’t know how I ever managed it. But I think one day she must have thought suddenly she ought to give marriage a try, and I was more of a marrying type than most of the men she knew. And,

  after all, it lasted twelve years, so she must have got something out of it she wanted. Isobel, perhaps.’




  ‘In that letter she mentions divorce.’




  ‘And in the last one too, d’you remember? But she never comes right out and asks for it. And by now I don’t care one way or the other. When she left me, I wanted it at once. I

  wanted to get even with her. I even thought of hiring a private detective to find her for me and get the thing moving. I remember talking that over with Charles and asking if he knew of anyone I

  could go to. He knows such an odd collection of people. Then one of her letters came and I began to think . . .’ He closed his eyes for a moment. Opening them again, he drew his feet in and

  gave both his knees a sharp slap. ‘But I wouldn’t have her back now for anything in the world. Because I’d know she could do it again, you see. Any morning when she went out

  shopping, or to have coffee with someone some morning, she might decide not to come back. And one might not be able to survive a thing like that a second time.’




  Valerie was not sure that he had survived the first time. Something that had been in him when she had known him first, a certain vitality and air of wholeness, had died a quiet death. By now she

  could hardly remember what it had been.




  ‘Anyway, if you were me,’ he said, standing up, ‘you wouldn’t try to talk the thing over with Isobel. I suppose that’s what I really came to ask you

  about.’




  ‘Oh, how should I know, Hugh?’ she said. ‘What I think I’d do is let her keep her feelings to herself, if she wants to, and grow out of them in her own way. You

  can’t force the confidence of anyone of her age. It’s one of the prickliest times of one’s life.’ She stood up too and as she did so became aware of the key that she had

  clasped in her hand. ‘Those dogs!’ she said. ‘I’d forgotten them. I must go.’




  Just then Edmund appeared in the doorway. He was still in his dressing-gown, had neither shaved nor combed his hair and looked white and shaky.




  ‘I’ve just been sick again . . .’ he began, then he saw Hugh. ‘Oh, Hugh, I didn’t know you were here. I’m sorry to come in like this, but I’ve had a

  horrible night. More or less what you had last week, I believe.’




  ‘Then I sympathize,’ Hugh said. ‘I felt like death. But it doesn’t last long. A couple of days and you’ll feel reasonably all right. Old Inglis gave me some

  antibiotic that seemed to settle it.’




  ‘Edmund doesn’t want me to phone him,’ Valerie said. ‘I think it’s stupid of him.’




  ‘All right, get him, if you want to,’ Edmund said. ‘I don’t care. I just came down to ask if you’ve been over to see Charles. The dogs are still making a

  row.’




  ‘I was just going,’ Valerie said. ‘But Hugh’s had another letter from Debbie that he wanted to show me.’




  ‘Here,’ Hugh said, thrusting the letter out to Edmund. ‘Read it and tell me what you think of it.’




  Valerie left them, hurrying now, suddenly assailed by a sharp anxiety. Suppose something really was wrong in the other house. Suppose Charles had had an accident, fallen downstairs, had a heart

  attack . . .




  She crossed the courtyard which once had been the farmyard where there would have been a manure heap and chickens would have roamed, but which now was paved and had a long, narrow rosebed down

  the middle of it. A few early roses were in bloom, pink and red in the still, Sunday morning sunshine. The light was very clear and bright. It brought out the golden tinge in the grey stone of the

  old buildings and made the silvery slates of the steep roofs almost iridescent. The air was full of birdsong and the scents of early summer, freshly mown grass, warm earth, rosemary, honeysuckle.

  There was not even the smallest white puff of cloud in the sky.




  The clamour of the dogs suddenly rose in volume as Valerie crossed the courtyard. Skirting the rosebed, she went to the door and touched the doorbell. She heard it ringing inside and heard a

  high whine from one of the dogs, then a thud as one of them hurled its heavy body against the door. Valerie rang once more and as there were still no answering footsteps inside, put the key into

  the door and pushed it open.
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