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  Chapter One




  Waiting at the crossroads while a lorry with a trailer, two cars, a bus and a man on a bicycle went by on the main road to Blanebury, Douglas Birch saw the lights in the

  Mellanbys’ house. He looked at them abstractedly, as abstractedly as he answered the good evening called out to him by the man on the bicycle. Only when he started to cross the road, it

  occurred to him to wonder who the man might have been, and why there should be lights in that house that evening.




  There were lights in most of the windows.




  Douglas frowned and the frown made his dark, round face with the soft mouth and prominent, dreamy eyes look peevish. A not very urgent sense of responsibility told him that he probably had a

  duty to go in and discover the reason for the lights. But the thought of this interfered with his concentration on the only subject that was capable of interesting him at present. For the last

  hour, on the walk that he took every afternoon after writing three thousand words of his novel, he had brooded on this one subject, deriving a bitter pleasure at being able to turn his whole mind

  to exploration of the pain it caused him.




  But now there were lights in the Mellanbys’ house.




  The problem of why they were there jerked his mind off its single track of suffering, sending it resentfully asprawl among practical matters.




  He walked on slowly, thinking that since there was no one to see him in the dusk he might easily walk straight on. He was a man of medium height, broad-shouldered, but with a soft and sedentary

  look about him, though his skin was deeply tanned showing that he spent much time in the open air. He was forty-one but looked older, except for an unchanging childishness in his expression. His

  dark hair had grown thin and, with the November wind blowing it about, had fallen in wisps about his ears. There was a roll of flesh above his collar. He was wearing an old tweed suit and heavy

  walking shoes.




  The Mellanbys’ house was about fifty yards down the road, on the right. It was a small stone house, standing in a neglected orchard, enclosed by a low, dry stone wall. The wall had been

  broken down in places and dead stalks of nettles and cow parsley stood tall in the grass between the leafless fruit trees. On the window frames and doors of the house the paint was blistered and

  peeling.




  Reluctantly Douglas turned in at the gate, crossed the small, paved court to the entrance and rang the bell.




  From inside he at once heard squeals of excitement, followed by a woman’s voice demanding instant quiet, then quick steps came to the door and it was opened by Robina Mellanby.




  She was a small, thin woman of thirty-three, with a thin, sharply pointed face in which the rather sombre grey eyes, with unusually long lashes, were the only arresting feature. She was dressed

  in jeans, a loose sweater and soiled white canvas shoes. Her brown hair was scraped off her face and tied back in a horse’s tail with a yellow ribbon. There was a black smudge down one of her

  cheeks. Some fragments of straw were sticking to the rough wool of her sweater and there were brown stains on the long, thin fingers of the hand that she held out warmly to Douglas.




  Seeing his eyes drop to the dirty hand, she said, ‘I’m so sorry. It’s floor stain and actually it’s quite dry, but I haven’t had time to get it off. It’ll

  need turps, I expect, and I can’t remember where I left it. Do come in, Douglas. It’s nice of you to come.’




  ‘I didn’t know you were moving in today.’ Douglas stepped into the small, square hall, which was furnished with an open packing case full of books, a rolled-up carpet, a large

  and battered wardrobe and a copper coal scuttle that contained an electric iron, a rubber doll, a hammer and an inlaid ivory box. ‘I thought it was happening tomorrow.’




  ‘So did I,’ Robina answered. ‘So did Sam. That’s why he’s in London. And that’s why there’s no coal yet, and why my charwoman didn’t come, and why

  the milk wasn’t delivered, although I rang up about it last night and they said it would be, and why the floor stain isn’t dry wherever I want to put anything. But still, it

  hasn’t really gone so badly.’




  ‘If I’d known, I’d have been glad to lend a hand—you should have rung me up,’ Douglas said. ‘I’m cleverer than you might think with a

  screwdriver.’




  ‘Oh, you’re too busy to disturb,’ Robina said. ‘Besides, the telephone isn’t connected. It’s sitting there completely dumb and unresponsive, just when I

  really need it. And I have had—help of a sort, shall we call it?’




  She laughed and gestured at her two children, who were standing side by side in a doorway, staring at Douglas.




  ‘Yes, we’ve helped a lot,’ Miranda, the elder, said gravely.




  Douglas never knew how to talk to children. Giving them an uneasy smile, he went on speaking to Robina. ‘I don’t live so very far away, after all. You could have sent for me. And I

  really would have been glad to help. When does Sam get back?’




  ‘I think his train gets into Blanebury at six,’ she said.




  ‘Then it’ll take him about twenty minutes to get here.’ He followed her into the sitting-room, where the furniture was more or less in place, though there was no carpet on the

  floor and the chairs, without their loose covers, showed the varied colours of their original faded and patched upholstery. ‘Martha’s coming on that train,’ he said.




  Robina switched on an electric fire that stood in front of the empty hearth. The two children, Miranda, aged six, and Miles, aged four, came into the room and perched on the arms of chairs,

  keeping their steady, grave stares on Douglas. Both children were very like Robina, thin-faced and grey-eyed, but were much fairer than she was, and about Miranda there was something intense and

  excitable that looked as if it could flare up easily into wild tempers or terrors. Both were dressed in grey shorts and red jerseys and were very dirty.




  As Robina had not replied to what he said, Douglas repeated this time with a curious insistent note in his voice: ‘Martha’s coming on that train.’




  ‘I thought she was staying in London.’ Robina slumped down in an armchair and stretched out with a sigh, as if it were a great luxury to sit for a moment. ‘I wonder how

  we’re going to get that wardrobe upstairs,’ she said. ‘I think we’ll probably have to smash it up and burn it.’




  ‘You mean,’ Douglas said, the insistent note louder, ‘you thought she’d left me. That’s an idea people get from time to time when she goes away. They’re

  wrong, however. She always comes home again. And she’s coming home this evening—on the same train as Sam.’




  Robina gave him a thoughtful look. ‘Miranda,’ she said casually, ‘why don’t you and Miles go and take a last look at the garden before it gets too dark? And you might see

  if you can find another primrose in that jungle at the bottom.’




  As the children ran out willingly, she went on, ‘Would you believe it, they did find a primrose down there this morning—in November! Fortunately they’re crazy about the garden,

  after six months of that furnished flat in Blanebury. It’s helped to keep them out from under my feet today.’




  Douglas’s prominent eyes had filled with embarrassment. ‘I’m sorry—of course I oughtn’t to have said anything of that sort in front of them,’ he said.

  ‘I do apologize.’




  ‘It isn’t that,’ she said. ‘But if you want your private affairs generally broadcast and in a rather odd form, just say it all in front of them. They remember

  everything.’




  He nodded. ‘I’m not used to children, you see. By the way, what’s Sam supposed to be doing in London?’




  ‘He’s giving a paper at some scientific meeting or other,’ she said. ‘He and Denis Ovenden went up together. When we got the removal people’s terse announcement

  yesterday that they were going to deliver the furniture today instead of tomorrow and that they “trusted it would be convenient” to us, he wanted to cancel going and stay at home, but

  obviously he couldn’t do that. Anyway, I’m quite used to moving. I’ve really missed the charwoman more than Sam. She’d promised to come and get all the crockery washed up

  and cook some lunch and so on, which would have been wonderful, but of course I couldn’t get her today, because she works somewhere else on Wednesdays. Actually I suppose I’m very lucky

  to have got her at all.’ She stretched again, folding her stained hands behind her head and glancing round the half-furnished, still cheerless-looking room with a contented smile. ‘It

  feels wonderful, you know, to be in a house of one’s own at last. It certainly doesn’t look much, but it’s got great possibilities. You may not have noticed them yet, but my

  loving eye can see them.’




  Douglas was watching her curiously. He had met her only a few times and he had not yet decided what she was like, or come to any conclusion as to where she fitted into the tangle of his own

  life. Yet it might be important to clarify this point as soon as possible. She might be a help to him, or she might be a disturbing addition to the load of distress that he already carried.




  ‘If only I’d known . . .’ he began again. But then he suddenly thought with revulsion of spending an hour or two washing up, which might easily be his fate now if he were not

  careful. ‘If I’d known,’ he went on, ‘I’d at least have asked you and Sam in for dinner. As it is, I’m not sure what there is in the house. Still, if it’d

  be a help, I could go back and ask Miss Woods, and if there seems to be plenty of everything I could give you a ring . . . Oh, but your telephone isn’t connected, is it?’




  He thought he saw an amused gleam in Robina’s eyes, as if she understood perfectly the thoughts that had slipped through his mind. But she answered sweetly, ‘That’s awfully

  nice of you, Douglas. I wish we could, but we’ve no sitter-in, and Mrs Swinson insisted on bringing us in a dinner that she’s cooked at home. Sam’s going to call for her on his

  way back from Blanebury. You know, I think we’ve come to live among awfully nice people.’




  ‘I hope you’ll go on thinking so,’ he said heavily.




  ‘Mrs Swinson’s been an angel,’ Robina said. ‘She was Sam’s landlady before we married—but of course you know that. That was when Sam got to know you,

  wasn’t it? Well, she really found the house for us, at least she told us it was going to be up for sale before it had even been put in the hands of an agent, and I fell in love with it at

  sight, though I don’t think most people understand why. Sam didn’t care for it much at first, but I convinced him that we could really make something of it and at much less cost than

  something that we took over in better condition. And it’s much more fun than taking over someone else’s complete idea of a home.’




  ‘Of course,’ Douglas agreed, ‘much more fun.’




  In fact he could think of nothing that he would have disliked more than facing in cold blood a long campaign with builders and plumbers, and weeks spent in painting, papering and repairing,

  living in a smell of paint, tripping over rolls of wallpaper, searching for tools that someone else had just taken away from where he had put them down and having his mind continually prevented

  from slipping back into the dreams in which it found its limited measure of fulfilment.




  Robina went on, ‘Mrs Swinson found us Mrs Booker too. She’s going to come in three times a week to clean. Three times—think of it! I shall sit on a cushion, and if

  sewing fine seams is beyond me, I can always varnish my nails. And she says she’ll sit in in the evening sometimes, so that Sam and I can get out together occasionally. She told me she lost

  her husband recently, so she’s glad to have something to do at night. I hope to goodness the children take to her.’




  ‘Mrs Booker?’ Douglas said. ‘So you’ve got her . . . But then you could come in to dinner tomorrow, couldn’t you? She could stay with the children and you

  and Sam could come over. And Martha would be there. You—and Sam—and Martha.’ He had not meant to space the words like that or to emphasize them in any special way, yet that was

  how they sounded to him as he spoke them.




  Robina looked at him intently. ‘Why did you say that like that? “So you’ve got her . . . —” as if there were something the matter with her?’




  So it appeared that she had not listened to more than the first few words that he said, which was perhaps as well.




  ‘Oh, Mrs Booker’s quite all right,’ he said. ‘Perfectly all right. Very nice indeed, as a matter of fact. You’re in luck if you’ve got hold of her.’




  ‘You see, if I’m thinking of leaving the children with her,’ Robina said, ‘I have to be quite sure that she’s all right. I liked what I saw of her and Mrs Swinson

  told me she’d worked for her once and how her husband was killed in an accident last winter and how everyone liked her and was so sorry for her.’




  ‘Well, that’s all quite true,’ Douglas said.




  ‘Yet you spoke in such a peculiar way, as if it meant something special.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘it didn’t. I was only trying to ask you and Sam to dinner tomorrow evening, but . . .’




  ‘That’s awfully nice of you, Douglas.’ A bright smile lit up Robina’s thin, sharp face. ‘The trouble is, I don’t know yet how Mrs Booker and the

  children are going to get on and if those two don’t take to a person they can be such utter devils. So really it would be best if we could put it off for a few days. Could we do

  that?’




  ‘Of course. I just thought it might help. I just thought . . .’ He paused. He wondered whether or not to be annoyed because she had refused his invitation. The thought of what that

  dinner might have been like, with all its absorbing undercurrents, had an unpleasant fascination.




  Robina had sat forward in her chair. Her hands were linked round her knees, over which the rough blue cloth of her jeans was tightly stretched. Her sombre, long-lashed eyes, dwelling on his, had

  a question in them.




  ‘You know, Douglas, there’s something about you this evening. What is it?’ she asked. ‘Is the book giving trouble?’




  ‘My books never give trouble,’ he answered, smiling evasively.




  ‘I can hardly believe that,’ she said.




  ‘Well, except for the sheer grind, of course.’




  ‘Is that what it is, sheer grind?’




  ‘A good deal of the time.’




  ‘But I should have thought your books sell so terrifically that you wouldn’t have to grind an awful lot of the time.’




  His soft mouth turned down at the corners. ‘People have the most amazing misconceptions about the life of a writer,’ he said. ‘They think of us as favoured beings, going where

  we like, working when we feel like it, free as the air. In fact, the really favoured people are the ones like your husband, who get good salaries for doing exactly what they want most to do and

  pensions when they stop doing it. And if they’re ill or worried sick, so that they can’t think straight, they don’t immediately find their earnings dropping and a black chasm

  opening up in front of them. They can even have their love affairs, when presumably they don’t want to think, in relative security.’




  ‘But you just said your books never give you trouble,’ she said.




  ‘They don’t—that isn’t what I meant—that isn’t it at all.’




  ‘No, I suppose it isn’t,’ she said.




  His eyes had dropped. She was looking at his hands, and he realized that, without his being aware of it, they had become fists. He stood up abruptly.




  ‘I’ve probably been working too hard, that’s all,’ he said. He turned towards the door.




  She got up swiftly and was out of it ahead of him. She seemed to be incapable of moving slowly. Her walk was almost a run, as if she had no time to spare for getting from one place to

  another.




  They went out into the garden. The wind was cold but the sky was clear, with a dim, fading, bronze light along the horizon. From the garden the children’s voices reached them, ringing

  shrilly through the dusk in the old orchard.




  Douglas wanted to say something more before he left, to remove the impression that peevish speech of his must have made, but he could not think of anything to say. In his uncertainty he heard

  himself telling Robina, ‘You know, it was down there that it happened—there at the crossroads.’




  ‘What happened?’ she asked.




  ‘Booker’s accident. A hit-and-run driver. Terrible.’




  He saw her shiver. At the same time she gave him one of her odd looks.




  He plunged on, ‘That’s murder really, when you come to think of it. Have you ever thought about murder? He was dead drunk, I believe, the poor old boy, but they say he might have

  been saved if he’d been taken to hospital right away, instead of left in the ditch all night. I hope you warn the children about the road. It looks quiet, but that crossroads is one of the

  worst spots I know. There’ve been several accidents there since we came to live here.’




  ‘Thank you for telling me,’ she said, ‘I’ll remember.’




  ‘And if I can help in any way . . .’




  ‘Thank you, I’ll remember that too.’




  ‘Goodbye, then.’




  ‘Goodbye. Sam will be sorry he missed you.’




  She waited by the gate, watching him as he started along the road.




  He walked fast, asking himself if she could really be as simple, as unsuspicious about Sam and Martha as she sounded. For instance, could she really believe that Sam had not wanted to buy that

  house? It did not seem possible, for if she had nothing much in the way of looks, she seemed to have intelligence.




  Yet it might be, he thought, that her intelligence was the explanation of her apparent attitude. At thirty she had been a widow, practically penniless and with two young children. Then she had

  succeeded in marrying a man with a safe job in the agricultural research station at Blanebury and a tolerable salary. In the circumstances, it was not unnatural for her to resolve to make the best

  of whatever bad job she might find she was being offered. A greater puzzle, really, than her behaviour, was what had induced Sam Mellanby to marry her.




  All the same, Douglas had to admit, she had charm of a kind. Each time that he met her, he had been freshly surprised at it, having forgotten it in the interval, because he found it difficult to

  think about charm except as derived from beauty. Robina’s charm came from her eager energy, her unselfconsciousness, her intense concentration on whatever she had on hand. It was charm, in

  fact, as unlike Martha’s as possible.




  And was that perhaps the explanation of Sam’s action? People talked about acting on the rebound, and he supposed that some of them were fools enough to do it. He himself had wanted only

  one woman in all his life and if he lost her there would be no rebound, but only that black chasm he had spoken of, that desperate nothingness.




  He walked faster still, passing the gates of his home and going on into the village towards the Lion and Lamb.




  But there was no question of losing her. He had a weapon that he could always use, quite quietly, quite safely, to prevent it.




   




  





  Chapter Two




  When the six o’clock train stopped at Blanebury, Sam Mellanby and Martha Birch got off it together. They had met at Paddington and travelled down together, sitting facing

  one another in a crowded compartment and exchanging only a few words during the whole two hours of the journey.




  Sam had read the Spectator and smoked a dozen cigarettes, Martha had begun by turning the pages of Vogue, then had let it sink into her lap and though she held it open, as if she

  intended to look at it again in a moment, she had turned her face towards the window and, while the autumnal twilight faded, had gazed out steadily at the passing countryside. Her grey-blue eyes

  with the darker rims round the irises had been wide and blank, but her mouth had been grim. Sam, who knew the meaning of most of the expressions that appeared on her face, wondered what she was up

  to.




  Blanebury was the train’s first stop and most of the people in the compartment got out there. Sitting without moving, Martha let them stumble over her feet on their way out. Sam stood up,

  lifted her suitcase down from the rack, stepped down onto the platform and waited. At last Martha got up and joined him, but as the crowd on the platform surged round her she stood still, looking

  round her as if the presence of so many people in her neighbourhood was very distasteful to her.




  Sam, carrying her case and his own briefcase, said, ‘Well, aren’t you coming?’




  He was a tall man, slender and rather angular, with straight, straw-coloured hair and thick, straw-coloured eyebrows above very light blue eyes. His face was a narrow rectangle, with a high

  forehead and a long, jutting chin, a calm face, that gave away no more about him than was necessary. Only the lines on the forehead, which were deeper than is perhaps usual at thirty-five,

  suggested more nervous tension than appeared either in the set of his pleasant mouth or in his relaxed and unhurrying way of moving. He was wearing a raincoat over a dark, well-pressed and

  well-tailored suit that he had kept carefully for years for visits to London and for the few formal occasions that occurred in his life, such as his marriage, six months before, to Robina.




  As Martha neither answered him nor moved, he said, ‘I can give you a lift home, if you like, but I’ve got to call in at the Swinsons’ on the way.’




  ‘That,’ she said bitterly, ‘would be the last straw.’




  ‘Calling in at the Swinsons’?’




  ‘No, arriving home in your company. Douglas would probably receive you with a shotgun.’




  ‘I shouldn’t have thought you’d mind that particularly,’ Sam said.




  ‘For reasons of my own,’ she said, ‘of which you know nothing, I should mind very much.’




  ‘Thank you,’ he said, ‘that’s really nice of you. Anyway, I didn’t know Douglas had a shotgun.’




  ‘Well, then, a blunderbuss, or even a rapier or a cutlass or a claymore or any of the other unpleasant things he’s got. Don’t you understand?’ She moved her head and

  looked full into his eyes. Hers had the wide, unseeing look that they had had in the train. ‘Don’t you understand, Sam, I’m frightened of him?’




  Sam grinned. Yet her face, it was true, was paler than usual. He had noticed that in the train, but had thought that she had probably been having too many late nights in London and drinking too

  much. However, to succeed in being genuinely frightened of Douglas would require, Sam believed, an even more melodramatic nature than Martha’s.




  She was frightened of all kinds of things, of horses, of aeroplanes, of the possibility of having children, of being alone in a house, of lighting three cigarettes with one match. But she had

  never shown any sign of being frightened of her husband.




  She said sharply, ‘Don’t smile like that! I’m deadly serious.’




  Certainly she was serious about something. The rigidity of her features told him that, as well as the taut way that she was holding herself, which made her seem taller than usual.




  She was fairly tall to start with, but because of the soft curves of her body, her slightly sloping shoulders and the smallness of her hands and feet, Sam seldom remembered it. Yet the truth was

  that her face, which was a short one, wide at the cheekbones and sloping into a small and delicately formed chin, was not so very far below his own. If there had been any clumsiness about her, or

  anything in her movements but a complete femininity, he might have thought of her as a big woman. In fact it was a thing that he noticed only when, as now, she was standing stiffly and holding her

  head, with the short, dark hair swept back in soft curls from her face, unnaturally high.




  ‘Why are you going home, then?’ he asked. But as he asked it the face of a man going by in the crowd caught his eye and he exclaimed, ‘There’s Denis! So he

  didn’t miss the train . . . Just a moment, Martha, I’ve got to speak to him.’




  Putting her suitcase down beside her, he thrust his way into the crowd and, as its movement slowed before the barrier, managed to catch up with the man and take hold of him by the arm.




  ‘Denis, I didn’t know you were on the train,’ he said. ‘I looked out for you at Paddington, but I didn’t see you.’




  Denis Ovenden looked round at him. He worked with Sam at the research station and had travelled to London with him that morning to attend the meeting at which Sam had been reading a paper on

  some work that they had done together. Denis was twenty-seven, heavily built, and with a square, heavy-featured but exceedingly sensitive face, and the overbright, anxious eyes of the very shy.




  ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I saw whom you were with, so I stayed out of range.’




  ‘You needn’t have done that,’ Sam said.




  ‘I know. I—well, it doesn’t matter at all.’ He slid his arm out of Sam’s grasp. ‘Good night. See you tomorrow.’




  ‘Here, wait! Don’t you want a lift home? I’m stopping at your place.’ For Denis occupied a room at Mrs Swinson’s.




  ‘Thanks, but I’m not going home yet, I’m going back to the lab for a bit,’ Denis answered and pushed his way on through the exit.




  With a worried look in his eyes, Sam turned back to where he had left Martha and her suitcase. They were not there any more.




  The furrows that had brought the deep lines across Sam’s forehead showed strongly for a moment. He looked round, knowing that there was no second exit from the station, but at first he

  could not see her, then he caught sight of her small black velvet hat in the crowd by the barrier, almost at the point where he and Denis had been standing.




  With a shrug Sam started to follow her, but he made no attempt to catch up with her and was one of the last of the crowd to pass through the barrier. When he emerged, he saw her getting into a

  taxi. Nodding good night, he was going to pass straight on to where he had left his car that morning, when she leant out of the taxi window and called to him, ‘Sam!’




  He stopped beside the taxi.




  ‘What was the trouble with Denis?’ she asked.




  ‘Just likes his own company best, most of the time,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately that’s been growing on him ever since that affair last winter.’




  ‘That isn’t the reason,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t like seeing you and me together.’




  Sam said nothing.




  She looked at him intently, then gave an irritable little shrug. ‘Why did you do it, anyway?’ she asked. ‘Whatever made you do it?’




  ‘Do what?’




  ‘Take that house, of course. Move so near to Douglas and me. It was madness.’




  ‘Was it?’




  Her eyes blazed for a moment. ‘I don’t understand you, Sam. You avoided me for months, and now . . .’




  ‘Believe it or not,’ he said, ‘I took that house because Robina wanted it. Besides . . .’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I have an idea that any objections to my living there may shortly be removed.’




  Her eyes grew puzzled, then she gave a slight shake of her head. ‘I don’t understand you,’ she repeated flatly and, withdrawing her head from the window, told the driver to

  start. The taxi moved on and Sam crossed the station yard to his own car.




  As he started the car, the worried look that had remained on Sam’s face since he had spoken to Denis Ovenden gave way to his more usual look of serenity. He had other things to think about

  besides Martha and Denis.




  For instance, septic tanks, and the possibility of some rewiring, so that turning on two electric fires in the house at the same time did not fuse all the upstairs lights. And the question of

  whether or not to give in to Robina about the colour of the outdoor paintwork.




  As he drove slowly through the traffic of Blanebury’s main street, Sam caught himself laughing aloud. He and Robina had really quarrelled about that colour the week before, and after it

  had stayed sullen with each other for two days, since when they had been tactfully avoiding the subject.




  Edna Swinson’s house was in Blaneford, a part of Blanebury that had been engulfed as a suburb. Threading his way through side streets, between rows of semi-detached houses where there had

  still been fields when he first came to work in Blanebury, Sam wondered how long it would be before Burnham Priors, the village in which he and Robina had bought their house, and which was only a

  mile farther out of Blanebury, would suffer the same fate. When it did, he thought they would have to move, either many miles farther out or right back into Blanebury. Neither he nor Robina could

  endure being surrounded by trim, dreary little streets like these.




  The Swinsons’ house was just beyond the church in the single, wide, attractive street of the old village, a white house with two neat bay trees in tubs standing on either side of a fine

  old doorway. Stopping beside it, Sam pressed his thumb on his horn and kept it there until the door was opened.




  ‘Hush now, hush!’ Edna Swinson said, coming out. ‘Do you want to wake the dead?’




  Sam leant over to open the door of the car and she packed herself into it. She was a short, massively built, grey-haired woman in her middle fifties, who dressed strictly for comfort and economy

  in homemade tweed skirts and shapeless cardigans, and who wore hardly any make-up on her broad, highly coloured face, but let her imagination run riot with costume jewelry. Tonight she was wrapped

  up in an old raincoat and had some long, tinkling objects of pink glass dangling from her ears. She was carrying a bulky bundle, rolled up in a rug.




  ‘It’s the chicken,’ she said. ‘I’ll have to pop the casserole in the oven for a while when we get there, but meanwhile this should keep it fairly warm . . . Iris! .

  . . Pete!’ She put her head out of the window to shout. ‘Iris, just make sure I locked the back door, will you? I think I did, but I can’t quite be sure.’




  ‘You did,’ Pete Hillman said, coming out. ‘I just looked.’




  Edna laughed. ‘That’s what I like about Pete. He’s made himself at home and that doesn’t only mean that he’s made himself comfortable, but that he’s assumed

  responsibilities. Would you believe it, he always remembers the day we have to put the dustbins out? He did that the second week he was here.’




  Pete said, ‘Hi, Sam,’ and got into the car, carrying a basket which contained several bottles that clinked pleasantly against each other as he placed the basket carefully between his

  feet.




  He had to draw his knees up almost to his chin to fold himself up in the back seat of the car, for he was very tall, with a bony, gangling kind of grace in his movements. He had dark hair cut

  very short, a thin parrot’s beak of a nose and a sardonic mouth. He had recently come from Cornell to study in England for a year.




  In his quiet, deep voice he said, ‘Sherry for you and Robina, Sam—gin for Edna—scotch for me. That’s the rough scheme, subject to any modification that may occur to

  you.’




  ‘And what about me?’ Iris asked, slamming the door of the house and jumping into the car beside him. Then she looked round in surprise. ‘Where’s Denis, Sam? I thought

  he’d be coming back with you. Isn’t he coming to the party?’




  ‘I don’t think so,’ Sam said. ‘He went back to the lab.’




  Iris exclaimed impatiently. ‘Isn’t he impossible? He won’t get any dinner at all.’




  ‘He can help himself from the fridge,’ Edna said placidly. ‘I haven’t had him in the house for two years without getting the habit of leaving something there for

  him.’




  ‘But he’s getting worse, much worse,’ Iris said. ‘Don’t you think so, Sam?’




  He had started the car. ‘I do, as a matter of fact.’




  ‘Well, can’t you do something about it?’




  ‘What would you suggest?’




  She threw herself back in her seat with a helpless gesture and might have overturned the basket that she was carrying if Pete had not saved it for her.




  She was a person who made impulsive, rather violent gestures, not because she was a particularly violent person, but rather to cover up a great deal of confused feeling. She was twenty-three,

  superficially a good deal like her mother, though formed from a more delicate mould.




  Edna said now, ‘Denis is a nice boy, but he’s just a bit too intellectual for his own good. All the same, in twenty years’ time we’ll probably all be very proud to have

  known him and I’ll be showing prospective lodgers that poky bedroom of his and the inkstain he made on my carpet last week and saying, “Lord Ovenden slept here.” He’s the

  only one of my lodgers I ever had that feeling about.’




  ‘That’s a kind thing to say, with Sam and me listening,’ Pete said. ‘But I’m glad to know your real opinion of me, Edna, after all the flattery you’ve served

  out to me these past weeks. Plain old pinhead Pete—that’s all I’ll ever be to you. And while we’re on the subject, that inkstain isn’t there any more. I took it out

  for you this morning.’




  ‘You did? You darling!’ she exclaimed. ‘Didn’t I tell you, Sam? And by the way, those drinks are Pete’s contribution to the party. He insisted on taking over that

  side of the catering.’




  Sam had been trying to express his thanks to them all ever since they had got into the car. As he did so now, however, he found that in the back of his mind there lurked the thought that to be

  driving home by himself to Robina and the children, to the supper of tinned soup and scrambled eggs that she could have provided in the midst of the mess, and to a quiet evening alone with her in

  their first real home, would have had certain great attractions.




  They could have pushed two of the battered old chairs close to the fire and had their supper on their knees, then they could have sat on for a while, talking in the firelight . . .




  That was as far as the thought went, for at that point he remembered that the coal had not been delivered. The room would be heated by the unsentimental warmth of an electric fire, and only one

  bar of it at that, because if they turned on the second bar all the lights upstairs would fuse.




  But here, as it turned out, he was reckoning without Robina. When they reached the house a fire was burning in the sitting-room fireplace, a crackling wood fire that was sending long flames

  leaping up the chimney. Robina, changed out of her jeans and sweater into a dress of dark green wool, nylon stockings and high-heeled shoes, with her hair brushed back and pinned into a smooth

  coil, and with some old Spanish earrings in her ears, pointed at the fire and the pile of firewood that lay beside the hearth as that day’s greatest achievement.
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