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  Chapter One




  ON SATURDAY morning the roof of Margot Dalziel’s pretty cottage at the foot of the downs was bright with the glitter of

  hoar-frost. Rachel Hardwicke, who lived next door, saw the sheen on the thatch when she went into the garden to hang up a drip-dry shirt of her father’s. She saw the small rainbows trapped in

  the whiteness on the silvery grey of the straw and the sharp cold blue of the morning sky and her breath caught at the incredible picture-book charm of it all. At the same time she wondered if

  there was any point in hanging out the shirt, since it would be as hard as a board in a few minutes.




  But the day was unlikely to continue as cold as it had started. The sun was bright and it was rather early in the year for a sustained frost. If the shirt froze up at first, instead of dripping,

  it would presently thaw out.




  The one night of frost, however, had wrought shocking damage among the roses, the only flowers in the garden that had truly survived a summer of neglect while the house had stood empty, and had

  gone on blooming richly into the autumn. Until yesterday the Queen Elizabeths by the gate had been covered in pink flowers and half-open buds, which to-day had all turned brown and shrivelled.




  Rachel knew that that would sadden her father. He had been gloating over those bushes with a sort of tender triumph, as if he had had something to do with producing them himself. In fact, they

  had been there and blooming away as hard as they could three months ago, when the Hardwickes had first moved in. But Paul Hardwicke was a man who was rather inclined to award himself praise or

  blame for matters with which he had had very little to do. He was likely now to have an attack of conscience because he had failed to take thought beforehand and somehow protect his roses from the

  unexpected severity of this November.




  Crossing the lawn to where a line for the washing was slung between two trees, Rachel felt the grass crackle stiffly under her feet. As she pegged up the shirt the cold nipped hard at her

  fingers and her mind jerked suddenly to the danger of frozen pipes. You don’t really know a house, she thought, you aren’t really at home in it until you know how its pipes behave in a

  bad winter.




  In the small semi-detached house in north London where she and her father had lived for ten years before his retirement, Rachel had had an exasperated but intimate relationship with the

  plumbing. She had known all the danger-spots and the measures that just might save serious trouble if you were lucky, and which you struggled along with, winter after winter, instead of doing

  something sensible and efficient about the whole system, because, of course, you weren’t staying in the house for ever. As soon as that day of retirement came round, you were moving away to

  the country.




  That had always been her father’s daydream. He had liked schoolmastering, but the hope of some day being able to look out of his window at trees and meadows instead of at a row of

  graceless little houses exactly like his own, had always pulled at his heart. Rachel had never been sure that she wanted the change as much as he did. She had had a job as a physiotherapist in a

  big London hospital and had been afraid that she might not be able to find anything that promised to be nearly as interesting in another neighbourhood.




  And so far, it was true, she had not done so. But she had not yet gone hunting very hard. The move had used up a good deal of her energy and then it had been pleasant for a time to do nothing in

  particular and then, when she had started to talk of looking for a job, her father had been subtly, if unconsciously, obstructive.




  Then, of course, Brian Burden had come into the picture. For some time now Rachel had found it almost impossible to think wholeheartedly about anything but of when she was likely to see him

  next. Yet idleness, or rather, being too much at home, for there was never any lack of work to be done about the house and garden, had lately begun to get on her nerves. As she turned now, before

  going indoors again, to take another look at the sparkling prettiness of the frosted thatch next door, a shadow of moodiness fell across the normal serenity of her face and two little lines,

  sharper than they should have been at thirty-three, showed between her wide-spaced blue eyes. For a moment she caught herself stupidly envying Margot Dalziel for the life she lived, for her flat in

  London, her journeys abroad, her wide circle of friends. Stupidly, because Rachel knew that to be assistant editor of a magazine like Worldwide and to lead the life that went with it, you

  had to have both talents and toughness and that she herself entirely lacked the qualities that would make such a life endurable. In her own opinion she was a very ordinary woman, taller and bonier

  than she would have liked to be, naturally clumsy with her clothes and her make-up, and not even knowing how to make the most of her only good feature, her curly red-gold hair.




  When she returned to the house she found her father in the kitchen. He had two main occupations at present. One was painting the bathroom and the other was writing a book on the teaching of

  biology in schools. That day he had been at work on his book but had interrupted himself to make a mid-morning cup of coffee. Asking Rachel as she came in if she wanted one too while he was at it,

  he opened the biscuit tin and groped in it for his favourite ginger-nuts.




  “I think they’re finished,” said Rachel, seeing what he was doing. “You had the last ones last night.”




  “Oh—then I’ll have a Digestive.” He took three biscuits out of the tin. “What about you?”




  “No thank you.”




  “Not starting to worry about your weight, are you? With your sort of figure, you’ll be able to eat all you like all your life and never put on an extra pound.”




  Paul Hardwicke was very lean himself, a man of medium height with a slight stoop, a quick, shuffling walk, a rosy, lively face and thick white hair. His own appetite for food was hearty and

  liable to function suddenly at any time of the day, yet his stomach was still as flat as it had been when he was twenty and his knees and his wrists were as bony.




  “If you forgot my ginger-nuts when you did the ordering,” he said, pouring hot water on to a spoonful of instant coffee, “I could walk down to the shop and get them. I was

  thinking of seeing if a walk would clear my mind. It looks a nice morning for a walk.”




  “I was going down to the shop presently myself,” said Rachel. “There’s a bill to pay.”




  “Want some money?” he asked.




  “No, I’ve still got some,” she said.




  “Well, I think I’ll go for a walk now anyway,” said Paul. “I’ve got stuck. Stared at a page all the morning and can’t make up my mind how to get over the next

  point I want to make.” With a cup in one hand and a biscuit in the other, he leant against the dresser, while Rachel began to scrub some potatoes under the tap. “Of course, it’s

  this reproduction business. In my view it’s better not to teach zoology at all in schools than to teach it dishonestly. Yet that’s what a lot of schools expect of the teacher. They

  expect him to get up in front of a class of children whom he’s trying to lead into a scientific way of thinking and deliberately lie to them or at best quell their natural, healthy curiosity.

  . . .”




  He was off on one of his hobby-horses, talking swiftly through a mouthful of crumbs.




  When he paused for a moment, Rachel said, “Miss Dalziel gets back from Geneva to-day, doesn’t she?”




  “So she does,” he said. “But as I was saying . . .”


  He went on saying it, although in the middle of it Rachel went out to see if she could find enough brussels sprouts

  for lunch on the plants at the bottom of the garden.




  The only difference that finding himself alone made to Paul Hardwicke was that he started to gesture more freely and to declaim more dramatically. But when he had finished his coffee and was

  munching his last mouthful of biscuit, he wandered out of the kitchen, put on an overcoat and cap, picked up his walking-stick and went out by the front door.




  At once he saw what had happened to the roses and stood still, mourning over them.




  “I’m really so ignorant,” he thought. “I know so very little. I make so many mistakes—like bringing Rachel to live here. And now perhaps it’s too late to put

  that right, because of that fellow Burden. And anyway, I haven’t the faintest idea what to do about it.”




  But it was too cold to stand there sorrowing for more than a moment and as he walked on his thoughts returned to his book and his lips began to move again in animated speech, though no sound

  came from them.




  When he came to Margot Dalziel’s gate, he stopped and looked interestedly at the cottage and its big garden. Very cunning about the garden she was, he thought, inducing penniless young men

  who wanted to write books or paint pictures or some such thing, to come and live rent-free in that old barn of hers down at the end of the orchard and ask in return only that they should keep the

  place more or less in order. Not that any of them had ever stayed for long, so Paul had heard in the village. Perhaps being relieved of practical cares and finding yourself with nothing to do but

  write or paint was really a rather horrific experience, or perhaps Miss Dalziel wanted more from them than they had been led to expect.




  Young Burden, the barn’s present occupant, at least appeared to be taking his duties fairly seriously, for the borders looked reasonably well weeded and most of the dead leaves had been

  swept up, which was more than Paul had yet done in his own garden. But the dahlias ought to have been lifted before now. The young man had slipped up there. The big bed in front of the cottage had

  been badly caught by the frost and the flower heads were hanging limply, looking like soggy sponges.




  Paul considered going in to see if Miss Dalziel had got home yet. He had had no conscious intention of calling on her when he started his walk, but now it felt as if that had been the purpose

  that had brought him out. He admired her very much and enjoyed her conversation and felt that it would take his mind off the troublesome problem of his book to hear about the conference in Geneva,

  from which, as she had told him a week ago, she would be returning to-day. To see her would refresh his mind and stimulate him. And presently he might discuss his problem with her. He could not

  remember that he had ever heard her express any opinions on education, but a woman of her kind was almost certain to have some, which might well be valuable.




  While he hesitated at the gate, the church clock struck. The chimes sounded clear and mellow in the frosty air. It was only eleven o’clock. That was really rather early for Miss Dalziel to

  have arrived. There would be a better chance of finding her at home if he went for a walk first and called in to see her on his way home again.




  Walking on, he passed the entrance to the lane that edged her property and led to her old barn. For most of the year the surface of the lane was a morass of mud and rotting leaves, but to-day,

  Paul saw, it was frozen hard and its ruts were filled with ice. Three children were rambling along it. Paul knew them by sight. They were part of the Applin brood, who lived in a disgraceful shack

  at the far end of the lane and were a troublesome lot, although handsome, extraordinarily handsome. The sight of them always troubled him and the fact that they were all so good-looking, with black

  hair and red cheeks and shining black eyes, when at the same time they were always so much dirtier and raggeder than children usually were these days, somehow made things seem worse.




  He waved to the three as he passed, at which they drew together defensively, as if his friendliness were a threat, and began to snigger. Paul sighed. Something ought to be done about them, he

  had told the vicar, the village schoolmaster and Sergeant Gower. All these had earnestly agreed, had told him just what they themselves had tried to do and said how glad they would be if he would

  like to try his hand at the problem now.




  Education, thought Paul, striding on. You always get back to education.




  The eldest of the Applin children, named Kevin, had returned home only a few days ago after doing his first prison sentence for robbing a cigarette-shop in the nearby town of Fallford. He had

  struck the old woman who owned the shop in the face, breaking her spectacles and cutting one cheek quite badly. Then he had walked out of the shop straight into the arms of a policeman. It had been

  a brutal and stupid crime, yet the boy looked neither brutal nor stupid. That was what was so disturbing. He looked friendly and quite intelligent and his employer, a market gardener in the

  neighbourhood, had spoken up for him at his trial, saying that he had been an excellent worker.




  Paul lashed irritably with his stick at a stone in the road. It was all so difficult. Everything about education was difficult. One of its worst troubles was that you never had a chance of

  studying the results of what you had done. You saw the immediate results on the children, but you couldn’t keep track of the men whom the children became. You could set up an experiment, but

  you never saw its conclusion. If there ever was a conclusion. If, in the end, it really made any difference . . .




  Paul stood still. His thoughts were taking a direction which they had been taking more and more often of late and which he always found very depressing. It might be best after all to go home,

  just calling in on Miss Dalziel on the way, on the chance that she had arrived.




  But apparently she had not, for when he reached her cottage and rang the bell, there was no answer. However, as he stood hesitating in the small, rambler-covered porch, a sound from behind the

  cottage caught his ear, a sound of feet scraping on gravel and of soft whispering voices. Walking round to the back he found the younger two of the three Applin children, whom he had seen in the

  lane, interestedly watching as the eldest of them, a girl of about twelve, gently tried the door of Miss Dalziel’s tool-shed.




  She sprang away from it as she heard Paul’s footsteps. Giving him a nervous smile, she said rapidly, “Hallo, Mr. Hardwicke—can you tell me the right time, please?”




  Automatically Paul looked at his watch and began to answer, “It’s a quarter past . . .”




  But without waiting for him to finish, the three children had started trotting off to the gate.




  “No, no, wait!” Paul shouted after them. “Bernice——” He knew the name of the eldest. “What are you doing here?”




  They stood still, Bernice taking up a protective position in front of the other two.




  “We came to ask the lady the right time,” she said.




  “Does she keep a clock in that shed?”




  Looking down at the ground, Bernice scraped an arc on the gravel with the toe of her shoe. She was wearing a torn red coat, several sizes too small for her. Her thick hair was tied up in a pony

  tail with a soiled green ribbon. Her cheeks were brilliant with the cold.




  “I was calling for the bottles,” she said.




  “What bottles?”




  “The bottles I take back to the Waggoners for her. Sometimes she gives us sixpence.”




  “Does she keep the bottles in that shed?”




  Bernice hesitated for an instant, then said, “Sometimes.”




  Paul did not believe her any more than he believed that Margot Dalziel paid the children to return her empties to the Waggoners, but he went to the door of the shed and tried it. It was

  locked.




  “There’s nothing here for you now, so you’d better push off and don’t try this on again, whatever you were really up to,” he said.




  “No, Mr. Hardwicke,” said Bernice submissively. But there was a mocking gleam of satisfaction in her eyes, because she thought that his trying the door of the shed and then telling

  them to go without threatening them with punishment meant that he had believed her.




  The pathetic stupidity of it, Paul thought, the frightening stupidity. If he didn’t threaten her, then she had successfully duped him, that was how she had it worked out.




  “Well, what are you waiting for?” he asked impatiently, as the three children stood watching him with a furtive sort of contempt behind the blankness of their faces.




  “Can you tell us the right time, please?” said Bernice.




  “It’s a quarter past eleven—but next time go and look at the church clock, and don’t come bothering Miss Dalziel,” he said.




  “Yes, sir, thank you, sir,” they answered in unison.




  With Bernice taking a hand of each of the others, they set off down the drive. But they had not even the wit to wait until they were out of sight to go into peals of triumphant giggles.




  That depressed Paul almost as much as the lying and the worried feeling that probably, since Margot Dalziel was away so much and the place was left empty so often, he ought to have taken some

  more energetic action about the children’s sneaking round her cottage.




  At least he would have to tell her about it when she got back. Then if she wanted him to, he would go and speak to the Applin parents about it. As he started after the children towards the gate,

  he began to plan what he could say to the parents. He could explain the probable fearful consequences of their neglect, could ask them if they wanted all their children to go the same way as the

  unspeakable Kevin. Only the trouble about that was that the Applin parents probably wouldn’t care in the least if that did happen. They probably thought it an inescapable fate for children of

  theirs.




  And now here was another annoying thing.




  Paul had just reached the front of the cottage and noticed that while he had been talking to the children a bottle of milk had been delivered and that the milkman had not troubled to put the old

  chipped cup, left on the doorstep for the purpose, over the top of the bottle. So now there was a gash in the shiny foil cap where the birds had been at it, drinking the cream.




  That triggered off Paul’s temper. He knew that Rachel had had a good deal of bother with the man over the same thing, had had to complain again and again because he would not take the very

  little extra trouble that was needed to deal with the birds. Reaching home and telling her fumingly about the bottle on Miss Dalziel’s doorstep, he demanded that Rachel should tell him that

  this was but another sign of a general lowering of standards.




  Rachel was sitting by the window in the living-room, stitching up a torn seam in one of the old skirts that she wore about the house and garden.




  “We’ve got some spare milk to-day,” she said. “I can take a bottle round to Miss Dalziel presently when I go to the shop.”




  “Ah, good,” said Paul. “Yes, do. And if you see her, you might mention that I found the Applin children prowling round her toolshed and sent them off.” He scratched his

  head and frowned. “I feel I ought probably to have done something a bit more drastic, but I’m damned if I know what. I hope they hadn’t actually pinched anything before I got

  there.”




  “They may not have been going to pinch anything,” said Rachel. “I’ve often caught them prowling around the garden, but I haven’t missed anything yet except a few

  apples and those may have been taken by any of the village children. I think it’s mainly curiosity and having nothing else to do.”




  “That may be all it is at present, but what will it be in two or three years’ time?” said Paul. “Bernice is a practised liar already.”




  “But she’s got some good qualities, haven’t you noticed?” said Rachel. “Look at the way she looks after the younger ones.”




  “Because they’re her gang and she’s the leader.”




  “Not just because she’s really naturally good-hearted?”




  “Oh, my dear, she may be as naturally good-hearted as an angel, but without either a decent home or reasonable intelligence, what hope is there for her? Well, I’d better get back to

  work.”




  Paul wandered out, feeling that perhaps the best way to escape his uncomfortable thoughts about the Applin children was to return to the problem of how to instruct children from nice,

  sympathetic homes in the first principles of biology, for that, after all, was a highly important thing to do, if they were to grow up good, well-adjusted citizens of the modern world.




  Rachel finished her mending, then put on her tweed coat, fetched a bottle of milk from the refrigerator and her bicycle from the garage and set off for Miss Dalziel’s cottage and the

  village.




  She did not after all leave the milk on Miss Dalziel’s doorstep. When she got there, she found that the bottle with the punctured cap had gone, and that meant, she supposed, that Miss

  Dalziel had arrived on the eleven-forty-five, the train on which she most often travelled when she came down to her cottage for the week-end, and had taken in her milk.




  It might perhaps have been neighbourly to ring and offer her a bottle of milk that had not been sampled by the birds, but Rachel did not want to risk being asked to come in, pressed to drink

  some sherry and delayed until after the village shop had shut for the lunch hour. She always found Miss Dalziel rather overpowering and had not yet acquired the knack of refusing her invitations in

  a friendly but firm fashion. Hoping that she had not been seen from the cottage, Rachel returned to her bicycle, put the bottle of milk back into the basket on her handlebars and rode on to the

  village.




  She felt slightly guilty at hurrying off in that way, but she was quite without any suspicion that she would later regret it more than anything that she had ever done in her life.










  Chapter Two




  IN THE village shop Rachel met Mrs. Godfrey, secretary of the Women’s Institute, who startled her by suggesting that she should give a talk to the

  women of the village on her work in the hospital. The invitation filled Rachel with a mixture of pleasure and pure panic. She had never spoken in public in her life and could not really imagine

  herself ever doing so and she said so without giving herself time to think. Mrs. Godfrey, an energetic, tweedy little widow whom Rachel suspected of having cast an interested eye on her father

  smilingly accepted the refusal, but there was a look in her calm grey eyes which warned Rachel that she had not heard the end of the matter. In her confusion she got through her shopping as fast as

  she could, leapt on to her bicycle and rode off home again. It was not until half-way through the afternoon that she realised that she had forgotten the ginger-nuts for her father.




  When this happened she was in the garden, raking up the dead leaves scattered over the lawn. There had been a thaw and there was a pleasant earthy scent in the air and a stillness that felt like

  the last gentle leave-taking of the autumn. She was enjoying it and did not want to interrupt herself to go back to the village. The biscuits, she decided, could wait until it had grown too dark

  for her to go on working in the garden. So it was not until half past five and dusk was falling that she got on to her bicycle again and rode back to the shop.




  In passing Miss Dalziel’s cottage this time, Rachel noticed that there was a black car in the drive. She also saw the figure of a man outlined against the light-coloured paint of the

  cottage door. She saw that the car did not belong to Roderick Dalziel, a nephew of Miss Dalziel who often visited her, but was something a good deal larger and more opulent than his, and she saw

  that the man himself was not Roderick. Apart from that, Rachel did not notice anything much about either man or car. She went to the shop, bought the ginger-nuts and returned homewards, the whole

  errand taking about ten minutes.




  By then darkness was falling fast and when she passed the cottage again its garden was in deep shadow, so she did not see the man, although he was standing in the gateway. She only saw him when

  she got off her bicycle at her own gate, and turning, because she heard quick footsteps on the road behind her, found herself face to face with him.




  He was tall and slender and was wearing a dark overcoat. In the near-darkness she could not tell his age, but she thought that his hair was grey. His voice, when he spoke, was pleasant but

  hurried and rather nervous.




  “I’m sorry to trouble you,” he said, “but I wonder if you can tell me if my sister’s come home. She’s supposed to be expecting me, but she doesn’t seem

  to be in.”




  “Do you mean Miss Dalziel?” asked Rachel.




  “Yes—I’m sorry, I should have explained,” he said. “I’m Neil Dalziel, her brother. I’ve hung around for almost half an hour, in case she’d had to

  go out for some reason, but there’s still no sign of her, so I’ve begun to wonder if she’s come home at all.”




  “I think she has,” said Rachel. “I haven’t actually seen her, but I think she came home this morning on her usual train. Are you sure she’s expecting

  you?”




  “Oh yes,” he said. “She rang me up yesterday evening and asked me to come down. She said it was urgent.”




  “Then perhaps she’s had to go to the village for something,” said Rachel. “Only I’ve just been to the shop myself and she wasn’t there.”




  She hesitated, wondering where else Miss Dalziel might have gone for what had been intended only as a quick visit, but which had somehow been prolonged.




  “There’s the barn, of course,” she said.




  “The barn!” the man said promptly. “That must be it. It’s because of something to do with the barn that she wanted me to come down all of a sudden. All the same, how she

  thought I was to guess . . . But still, I ought to have thought of it without bothering you. Thank you so much for your help. I’m sure you’re right. Thank you.”




  He turned to go.




  “Wait a moment,” Rachel said. “Do you know where it is?”




  “I don’t think I actually do,” he said, “but I expect I can find it.”




  “You go past her gate to the first turning beyond it,” said Rachel. “There’s a lane there. It’s rather muddy, I’m afraid. And the barn’s on the left.

  It’s the first building you come to. If you like I could——”




  “Thank you,” he said again, interrupting her just as she was about to suggest that she should show him the way, since the lane was dark as well as muddy and it would be a simple

  matter for her to light it up for him with her bicycle lamp. “Thank you, that’s very clear. I’ll find it easily. You’ve been very kind. Good night.”




  He was in such a hurry to be gone that Rachel did not try again to help him.




  As he walked off rapidly into the darkness, she wheeled her bicycle through the gate, put it away in the garage and let herself into the house. Inside, she heard voices and for a moment she

  stood still, wondering whether or not to go after the stranger and tell him that she had sent him on a fool’s errand, because Brian Burden was here. When Neil Dalziel had floundered along the

  dark, muddy lane, he would find the barn as deserted as he had found the cottage, unless, of course, Miss Dalziel sometimes visited the barn when Brian was out. Perhaps, Rachel thought, Brian would

  know if she ever did that. On the whole it seemed reasonable to ask him about that before dashing off after the other man.




  Apart from what was reasonable, Brian’s voice always acted on Rachel like a magnet. At any time the unexpected sound of it, or sometimes even a stray thought of him, brought a tightness to

  her throat and started her heart thudding. He was by far the most important thing just then in her existence.




  She thought that he probably knew this. But it was hard to be sure. Brian’s big, impassive, ruddy face really gave very little away. To begin with, Rachel had mistaken it for stupid, and

  had thought that if Margot Dalziel seriously expected this large, slow-thinking, slow-spoken young man to produce a book of any interest, she must be more naïve than she appeared. If, on the

  other hand, she did not seriously expect it, but had merely recognised that after his fashion Brian would be conscientious about looking after her garden, whether he ever got a book written or not,

  then she must be a much more calculating person than she appeared, perhaps even a rather horrid person.




  However, after knowing Brian for several weeks, Rachel had decided that all that Miss Dalziel need have been was perceptive, for behind Brian’s hesitancy, his apparently bewildered

  silences, his unwillingness to commit himself to any but the fuzziest of opinions, Rachel had come to believe that there was an unusually observant and penetrating mind. His slowness, she had come

  to think, was the result of his having a little too much to cope with all at once going on inside him, a sort of rich confusion of ideas and impressions, which he felt that he had to arrange for

  himself before it could make sense to anyone else.




  For instance, when his short-sighted stare settled on her face, Rachel always felt that he knew at once what happened in her when she saw him, that she had been seen through without any

  difficulty, and that the state of her feelings was being filed away for interested consideration later.




  As she came into the room now, Brian got to his feet but characteristically said nothing, simply standing there, smiling at her and waiting passively for whatever might happen next.




  He had a heavy, loose-jointed body, long arms and big, rough hands. Their palms were broad, and the fingers were short and square-tipped. With fingers like that, thought Rachel, it was one of

  the odd things about him that his hand-writing should be remarkably small and neat.




  Coming forward to the fire, she said, “Someone who says he’s Miss Dalziel’s brother has just been asking me if I’ve seen her. He’d been to the cottage, he said, and

  she wasn’t there. I said I thought she got home this morning, but I hadn’t seen her. Have you seen her, Brian?”




  “No, not to-day,” he said.




  “I sent him along to the barn, in case she’d gone there to see you,” she said. “He said he was expected and he seemed to be in a hurry.”




  Her father said, “Her brother—that means he’s Roderick’s father, I suppose. I don’t know why, but I’ve always taken for granted Roderick hadn’t any

  parents.”




  “He hasn’t,” said Brian. He had remained standing, seeming to need some time to make up his mind whether to sit down again, or to go out after the stranger. To Rachel, who had

  sat down in a low chair by the fire, he appeared to take up a great deal of space in the small room, to fill it with his breadth and his warmth, almost in the way that the thought of him filled her

  mind.




  “There’s another brother,” he said, “I’ve never met him. I don’t think he and Margot see much of each other.”




  “He said she’d asked him down because of something to do with the barn,” said Rachel.




  Brian looked blank. “I don’t know anything about that,” he said.




  “Do you think she might be there now?” she asked.




  “No, I don’t think so.”




  “Do sit down, Brian,” Paul Hardwicke said irritably. Brian’s big shadow was making it difficult for him to see to fill his pipe. “You’ll probably miss him if you go

  after him. Sit down.”




  “I was just wondering why . . .” Brian paused, then suddenly reached the point of decision and sat down. “I think he’s an architect,” he said. “Yes, I think

  that’s it.”




  “Then perhaps she’s going to dress the place up a bit and sell it,” said Paul.




  “The barn?” said Rachel, with a sudden sensation of cold at her heart.




  Brian gave Paul a thoughtful look. “Yes,” he said slowly. “Of course it could easily be turned into a good week-ending sort of place that would sell for quite a lot of money.

  Seal up some of the cracks where the wind gets in and put in a bathroom—that’s all you’d have to do. It’s picturesque as hell as it is, isn’t it?”




  “And an easy distance from London,” said Paul, nodding. “And she could get rid of some of her ground with it, which is really too much for her at present, and there’s no

  risk of building near it, that I know of, or of that lane being turned into a sixty-foot by-pass to anywhere.”




  “Yes,” said Brian, frowning down at the fire, “I shouldn’t be at all surprised if you’re right. It’s never occurred to me, but that barn must be quite a

  valuable property.”




  “Worth three or four thousand anyway,” said Paul, and looked unreasonably satisfied with his business acumen.




  To Rachel it seemed that it meant nothing to him that if the barn were sold, Brian would return to some such dreary London bed-sitting-room as he had probably come from and at once, in his

  hesitating, undeliberate way, fade out of her life.
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