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  Chapter One




  “THE ROOM you always had,” Mrs. Robertson said. “I know you can find it. Nowadays I don’t tackle these stairs any more often

  than I have to.”




  “Of course I can find it,” her nephew said. “My memory goes a long way farther back than three years. And things here don’t change.”




  “Three years—is that really all it is?” Mrs. Robertson said. “It seems far longer. You shouldn’t have stayed away so long, Charles.”




  “Well, now, I couldn’t help it, could I?”




  “Couldn’t you? Anyway, you’re a good boy to have come when you could.”




  “Suppose I say you’re good to have me?”




  She gave him the first real smile that he had seen on her face since he had turned his car in at the gate and she had come with her new, slow, shuffling steps to meet him at the door.




  “Well, then, I’d have to say that you at least have changed,” she said, “since I don’t remember that you ever went in for so much politeness.”




  And that, Charles Robertson thought, sounded more like her old self. Her small dark eyes glittered humorously in her thin face. Deeply lined though it was, it had altered less than the rest of

  her.




  “Come down when you’re ready and we’ll have a drink,” she said and turning away from him, walked slowly and stiffly back to the fire in her sitting-room.




  Charles went up the wide staircase, his hand sliding up the mahogany hand-rail. He wondered if in fact it had been foolish rather than kind to say that things here had not changed when his old

  aunt had changed so sadly. Yet he had meant what he had said. As soon as he had entered the house, and even before that, when from a quarter of a mile away he had first caught sight of the familiar

  line of the slate roof and squat chimneys showing amongst the trees, a sense of complete familiarity with everything about the place had gripped him. The budding chestnuts hanging over the low

  garden wall, the massed daffodils beneath them, and the lights shining in the big windows of the stolid, red brick Victorian house, had taken him straight back to all the Easter holidays spent here

  in his boyhood. And now, going up the stairs, his feet knew the feeling of the worn old carpet under them. On the landing, without his having to pause for thought, his hand knew where to reach for

  the light switch.




  Also, he knew which of the heavy mahogany doors to open, and when, as he pressed the switch by the door, no light came on in the room, he knew that he had simply to cross to the side of the bed

  and grope for the hanging switch behind it. For the lights, fitted forty years before into what had once been gas brackets, worked only if both switches were on at the same time.




  That, Charles thought, was the sort of thing in this house which, it could be said for certain, would never be changed. Not, at least, as long as it belonged to Aunt Alice.




  But as that thought occurred to him, he dumped his suitcase on the bed, opened it and started tossing out his belongings with the hasty, clumsy gestures of one who is trying to smother under

  sudden, purposeless action something that has just come into his mind. What he did not want to think about just then was that the change in his aunt might mean that the house would not belong to

  her much longer, that she might soon die, and that changes, many changes, would come.




  Slamming the lid down on the empty suitcase, he crossed to the window and looked out.




  Charles Robertson was forty. He was of medium height and slender, stooped slightly, was rather pale, had light brown hair and grey eyes. Thus there might have been nothing about him to catch the

  attention if it had not been for something tense, vital, almost dramatic, which showed itself even when, as now, he was standing slackly, unaware of himself, gazing out at a twilit garden. That he

  was not merely looking out familiarly at the stretch of lawn, the shadowy cedar, a strip of garden wall and the corner of the house next door, but was experiencing an emotion of some intensity,

  could have been perceived by anyone who was there to see the set of his long face with the narrow jaw and wide temples, and to notice how the way that his arms hung at his sides looked as if it

  were part of some expressive, though arrested gesture.




  He stood there for about half a minute, then stepped back and pulled the velvet curtains together. As the rattle of the curtain-rings stopped and the heavy folds hung still, he heard footsteps

  overhead.




  He was startled, for he had thought that there was no one in the house but his aunt and himself. Besides, there was nothing above this room but an attic in the roof. Yet someone with a light,

  swift tread was walking about up there, pausing, moving something, moving it again and then, after a moment, starting down the stairs. Charles went to the door of his room to see who it was.




  He saw a smallish man, dressed in a stained tweed jacket, a darned pullover and flannel trousers, come down the stairs and close the door at the bottom of them. He showed some surprise at seeing

  Charles, muttered good evening and went on down the stairs to the hall below. Charles, following him, saw that he was carrying a bag of tools, and noticed also his big, roughened, mechanic’s

  hands. Yet the voice in which he had spoken had seemed fairly educated.




  Going to the doorway of the sitting-room, the stranger spoke to Mrs. Robertson. “I think I’ve settled the trouble for the present,” he said, “but all the wiring in this

  house is so old it’s practically rotted away, so I don’t promise you won’t have any more bother. Still, if you do, just give me a ring.”




  He was turning to go when Mrs. Robertson, from her chair by the fire, said, “Ah, stay and have a drink with us, David. You remember my nephew, Charles, don’t you? He used to come

  here quite often, but he lives in Scotland now and apparently that’s too far away for him to come here more than very occasionally. And Charles, I’m sure you remember David Baldrey,

  who’s come back to live at the old Baldrey farm and always helps me out when I’m in trouble. I don’t know where I’d be now without him. The frozen pipes in the winter, the

  fuses, broken sash-cords . . . It’s wonderful, isn’t it, to be able to turn one’s hand to anything like that and to know all about old pictures and china and so

  on?”




  David Baldrey turned to Charles. His smile was diffident and singularly attractive.




  “Yes, I remember you,” he said, “but I don’t expect you remember me. It was a long time ago that I cleared out.”




  “I can’t honestly say I recognise you, but I remember hearing about you,” Charles said.




  As soon as he had heard the name, he had remembered clearly what he had heard of David Baldrey. The son of a local farmer, he had gone into the army at eighteen, had been badly wounded, had been

  in a prison camp in Germany, had been decorated and for a while had been much and proudly talked about in his native village. But by degrees the talk had ceased and later, if his name had been

  mentioned at all, it had generally been in a tone of disparagement, as if in the end he had not turned out too well.




  Yet there was something unusually appealing about him, Charles thought. His broad, rounded forehead and the clear grey of his eyes gave him a look of intelligence and candour. His diffidence was

  that of a man more sensitive and more complex than he wanted others to know. He had short-cropped, sandy hair, a short nose with wide nostrils, a wide mouth that looked as if it smiled easily and

  white, even teeth. He was almost as old as Charles, but because of the innocence in his expression, might have been many years the younger.




  “Well, come in, both of you,” Mrs. Robertson said, “Come in and sit down.”




  She seemed to have shrunk in size since Charles’s last visit, her and in her big, high-backed chair looked as lost as if she were a child. But at least her clothes had not changed. Charles

  felt fairly sure that the tweed skirt, hand-knitted jumper and string of amber beads that she was wearing, were just what she had worn throughout that visit, three years before.




  “No, I won’t stay now, thank you, Mrs. Robertson,” David Baldrey said, still from the doorway, “or I’ll miss my supper. We eat early at home now that Jean’s

  working.”




  He raised a hand in a gesture of farewell that included both Charles and his aunt and went quickly away.




  “Does he ever stay?” Charles asked as he came into the room.




  It was big, with a high, heavily moulded ceiling. There was a great deal of furniture in the room and a great number of family photographs on the walls and tables. Worn cretonne covered the

  chairs.




  “Sometimes,” Mrs. Robertson answered. “When I’m alone. He’ll sometimes stay for the evening then and never stop talking. And it’s interesting talk, because he

  knows so much about so many different things. Only not quite enough about any one of them, poor David. Fetch the sherry, will you, Charles? Then come and sit down and tell me everything.”




  Charles went to the corner cupboard where the sherry and the glasses had always been kept. He filled two glasses and brought them across the room to the fireside.




  “Tell you everything about what?” he asked.




  “Oh, about the last three years,” Mrs. Robertson said, “and whether you still like being a business man. I hope you’re at least a successful business man,

  Charles—though the only really successful descendants of James Robertson have been scientists like him. Insurance, however, is something quite new. I’d like to know how it’s

  turning out.”




  “From the tone of your voice,” Charles said as he sat down, “I don’t think you expect much.”




  “Well, I realise you haven’t got it in you to be a scientist,” she said, “but I think you might have tried the stage or the church. There’s a dramatic something

  about you that a lot of the less brilliant members of your family have and which so often seems to go bad in people if they don’t have a chance to stand up and perform and be

  admired.”




  “Oh, I’m a quiet sort of character, Aunt Alice, I like peace,” Charles said.




  “And is insurance peaceful? And Edinburgh—why did it have to be in Edinburgh?”




  “It’s where we come from, isn’t it?” he said.




  “How many generations ago? And it’s so far away, Charles—so far that I haven’t seen you for three years.”




  “The first two of those I was in Canada,” he reminded her.




  She nodded and smiled. “I’m just being querulous, my dear, because I’ve missed you so much. How do you like it up there?”




  “I like it.” He hesitated and added. “I may be getting married.”




  Her small eyes opened wide. “And I’d almost given up hope! Oh, Charles, I’m so delighted. Tell me about her.”




  “I’d be no good at that. But one day soon I’ll bring her to see you.”




  “What’s her name?”




  “Sarah. Sarah Inglis. She’s thirty-two and she’s a teacher. And—let me think. She’s got sandy hair and green eyes. She plays golf and she can’t

  cook.”




  “I see what you mean about your descriptive powers,” Mrs. Robertson said. “So just tell me if I’ll like her.”




  “For certain.”




  “And why do you only say you may be getting married? Which of you can’t make up your mind?”




  “Sarah can’t. Because, she says, I can’t. But that isn’t true.”




  She gave a slight sigh and said, “I wish Peggie would marry, too.” Peggie was her granddaughter, and since her parents’ death in an air-raid, had been brought up by Mrs.

  Robertson and become the object of a deep, anxious love. “But she never seems to develop even the first symptoms.”




  “Still, she’s carrying on the scientific traditions of the family very nicely,” Charles said. “Isn’t it pretty good at her age, and for a woman too, to have become

  a university lecturer?”




  “Yes, of course it is, but I can’t help worrying.” Mrs. Robertson gave Charles an intent glance. “I suppose it was really Peggie who made you come all that long way from

  Edinburgh to see me.”




  “Why no, Aunt Alice,” he lied quickly, “it wasn’t.”




  “Ah, but you’ve heard from her recently, haven’t you?”




  “Well, I tried to see her when I was passing through London, but she was busy. We just had a talk on the telephone.”




  “And she didn’t tell you to persuade me to move?”




  “She did sound as if she’d feel happier about you if you did,” he said. “And suppose we talk about that now. How are you? You wrote so little about your accident that I

  never realised how serious it was. If I’d realised . . .”




  She made an impatient gesture. “It’s a dull subject.”




  “But have you really completely recovered, or have you just been saying so, so that you’ll be left in peace? And this living here alone, is it really wise?”




  “Oh, I’ve completely recovered. That’s to say . . .” Leaning back in her chair, she let her head fall wearily against the cushion behind it. That slight abandonment of

  the pretence of strength, that giving in to being old and ill, sent a pang of distress through Charles, and for a moment he hated himself because of his neglect of her.




  “At my age, I don’t suppose one ever completely recovers from anything,” she said. “One can’t expect ever to go back to being what one was before. And I don’t

  suppose breaking a hip is a particularly comfortable thing to have happen to you even when you’re young and active. All the same, the wretched thing’s mended all right and, as you can

  see, I’m managing very well.”




  “As always, you seem to be managing wonderfully well,” he said.




  “It was all my own fault, of course. I was in too much of a hurry when there was ice on the roads and I simply slipped and fell.”




  He could imagine it. She had always been in a hurry, had always done more than seemed possible and all of it quickly, her walk a jerky little trot that had generally taken her ahead of anyone

  who tried to walk with her.




  “All the same, why have you got to live alone?” he asked.




  “Because I prefer it.” The sharpness in her own voice seemed to exhilarate her. She drew herself up and reached for her glass of sherry. “And I’ve made myself very

  comfortable. I’ve turned the morning-room into my bedroom and I use what was once the maids’ bathroom, which means that I hardly ever have to tackle the stairs. And Mrs. Harkness still

  comes in every morning and cleans the house and I do all my shopping by telephone. And I’ve friends all round me who’ve been good and kind. So you see, you and Peggie have nothing to

  worry about. Now let’s talk about something else. Tell me, what did you think of David Baldrey?”




  “I liked the look of him,” Charles said. “What does he do for a living?”




  “The trouble is, nothing in particular,” she answered. “I suppose the war had a good deal to do with it. He’s really an immensely clever man and it’s wonderful the

  amount he’s taught himself without any help from anyone. But now that he’s got all that knowledge locked up in his head, he hasn’t the faintest idea what to do with it. He came

  home about eighteen months ago, but he’s never even attempted to farm the land and the place has gone to rack and ruin. He does odd jobs about the place and buys and sells things and somehow

  keeps the wolf from the door—though most people think it’s really Jean who does that, working at the White Lion. And he’s a gentle, nice person . . .” She hesitated, as if

  she had meant to add something, then had changed her mind. “I’m sure he is,” she went on, “but somehow that never seems to be enough for getting along in life, does

  it?”




  “Who’s Jean?” Charles asked.




  “His sister. And in her way she’s rather a misfit too, though she’s got some wonderful qualities. She set out to be an actress, but now she’s the barmaid at the White

  Lion and keeps house for David. When I remember the old Baldreys, such solid, homely people, I find it all very puzzling.”




  “Don’t any of your other neighbours bother about you—the people next door, for instance?”




  But Mrs. Robertson’s mind was still on David Baldrey and she did not answer the question.




  “Some of David’s odd bits of knowledge are really quite extraordinary,” she said. “He was up in the attic one day last month, thawing out the pipe to the hot-water tank,

  which had frozen up in that sudden cold spell that caught us all unawares, and he got interested in some of the old lumber up there. Most of it’s been there for as long as I can remember and

  I’ve always thought of it as a lot of Victorian junk that wouldn’t even repay the trouble of getting rid of it. But he spotted two things which are apparently moderately valuable. One

  is a small portrait of James Robertson and the other is a complete run for thirty years of the Proceedings of the Royal Society, from eighteen sixty-four to ninety-four. They belonged to Frederick

  Robertson, of course, and I suppose have been here ever since he built this house when he retired from the Chair at Cambridge. One of his daughters probably put them all away in the attic when he

  died—most probably Grand-aunt Christina, who, as I remember her, wasn’t at all an intelligent woman. Or perhaps she was really!” She gave her little bark of a laugh. “They

  wouldn’t have been worth much then, but now they’re a nice little nest-egg for Peggie. I’ve really so little to leave the child that I’m thankful for anything extra. Good,

  clever Christina!”




  Charles was not much stirred by the thought of what had been left behind by his great-grandfather, Frederick Robertson. He took a reasonable pride in his descent from that soberly distinguished,

  mid-Victorian scientist, but Frederick Robertson had left so much of himself behind, in the shape of writings which were now of no interest to anyone but the historian of science, and of

  photographs of himself with the great white beard spreading across the still greater expanse of waistcoat and gold watch chain; photographs taken at Cambridge, in London, in the Alps, in the

  Hebrides, surrounded by his daughters and his one son, Lancelot, or in the company of Darwin, of Huxley, of Wallace, that to hear that something more of his had been discovered in an attic made

  very little appeal to the imagination. Particularly this was bound to be so if he happened to have been mentioned in the same breath as his ancestor, James Robertson.




  That all this time, upstairs in the attic, there had been a portrait of that other Robertson, James, the Edinburgh tailor’s son, the first of his family to emerge from obscurity and who

  left behind a name so great that all who had borne it after him had lived in its shadow, had instantly inflamed Charles, and before his aunt had finished he had jerked forward to the edge of his

  chair and was trying to interrupt her.




  “A portrait of old James himself! Where is it? Let me see it!”




  “I’m afraid I haven’t got it any more,” Mrs. Robertson said.




  “You haven’t sold it!”




  “No, but I sent it to Peggie. I thought—well, I didn’t really think you’d be interested. And Peggie is the only scientist in the family now.” She peered at Charles

  curiously, worry appearing on her face. “It isn’t a good painting, Charles. David thought it might not even be contemporary. I don’t think it’s worth much.”




  Charles sprang to his feet, the sudden flushing of his all too expressive face revealing that he was furiously angry. It was not really that he minded Peggie’s having the portrait. In his

  rather restless life he had not acquired much of a taste for possessions. But that he had not been told until now of the existence of the portrait, that he had not been consulted as to what should

  be done with it, that he had been treated—his anger mounted at the thought—as if he had sold his inheritance for a mess of pottage, all because, recognising his limitations, he had

  accepted a good job in an insurance company, instead of turning himself into a third-rate scientist—which was probably all, he thought ungenerously, that Peggie would ever

  achieve—wasn’t that too much to take quietly?




  “I was not,” he said with bitter dignity, “thinking of the money.”




  “Charles, dear, I’m sorry,” Mrs. Robertson said. “If I’d realised . . . But I always had the feeling you found the whole Robertson past a bit of a bore.”




  “Well, I’m not sure I don’t,” he said.




  “If you want the picture, though——”




  “I certainly do not,” he said emphatically and stiffly. “I don’t grudge it to Peggie in the least.”




  “But I’m sure she wouldn’t grudge it to you either, so you must talk it over when you see her. And if you can’t agree between you who’s to have

  it——”




  “I’ve just said I don’t want it,” Charles said, “so there’s no cause for disagreement.”




  “No, Charles. But that’s just what Peggie will probably say too. So if you can’t agree about it sensibly, I’ll just send it to Professor Harlan K. Stacey, who probably

  deserves it much more than either of you. Now help yourself to some more sherry and I’ll go and get supper.” Gripping both arms of her chair with her small, bony hands, she started to

  pull herself very slowly to her feet.




  The sight brought Charles to her side, all thought of the portrait of James Robertson driven out of his head. His arms went round her, taking her slight weight.




  “Look, Aunt Alice, I’ll get the supper,” he said. “Just tell me what you want done and I’ll do it. I’m not much of a cook but I can boil and fry fairly

  adequately.”




  She shook her head. “The doctor says it’s good for me to do all I can. If I got in the habit of sitting down too much, perhaps I’d never get up again. Not that I’m going

  to do anything now but warm up some Irish stew. Then we can have some cheese and fruit. And I think I’ll just put it all on the trolley and we’ll eat here by the fire, instead of laying

  the table in the diningroom. I always found that room rather overpowering except when we had a real family party.”




  Charles let her go. He occasionally quarrelled passionately with his aunt, as he did with most of his dearest friends and relations, fortunately forgetting the quarrels even more quickly than he

  entered into them, but it never occurred to him to argue with Mrs. Robertson about anything that concerned herself, when it was quite clear that her mind was made up.




  Helping himself to more sherry, he sat down again by the fire and with his gaze settling on the stirring flames, he thought of the question that he had asked his aunt some minutes earlier, to

  which she had given no reply.




  It had been a very simple question. He had asked her if none of her neighbours besides the Baldreys gave her any help. For instance, he had added casually, the people next door.




  Remembering this, and wondering if his aunt’s failure to answer had been as accidental as it had appeared, Charles’s mouth curved into a crooked grin of mockery at himself.




  “The people next door.” That was what he had called them, suddenly not trusting himself, even now, to speak the name of Deborah Heydon.




  





  Chapter Two




  “THE HEYDONS?” Mrs. Robertson said an hour later.




  Their meal eaten, she and Charles were sitting over their coffee. Very casually, Charles had just repeated his question.




  “Oh, yes, I still see a good deal of them,” she said. “More than I want, sometimes. But that’s my own fault, I suppose, at least with the children. I encouraged them too

  much when they were just babies and now that they’re a wild pair of uncontrolled little hooligans, I can hardly tell them to keep away, even if they do trample all over my flower-beds and

  shoot me dead whenever they see me.”




  From her voice, Charles knew that his aunt had no real objection to the children. But he had been watching her keenly for any sign that she noticed his eagerness to talk about the Heydons and he

  had seen a shade pass over her face. He wondered if that meant that she knew how much they had had to do with his long absence.




  “I used to like them both, you know,” Mrs. Robertson went on. “When they first came here they seemed such a nice change from most of the people I know now. Cleverer, of

  course—more like it used to be in the old days when your father and your uncle were alive and all their friends used to come here. And then Ivor and Deborah were so devoted to each other and

  did everything together and that was so nice to see. But lately—I don’t know—I find them difficult. Ivor’s a rather quarrelsome man and he drinks too much, but just when

  I’m feeling sorriest for Deborah, she suddenly irritates me by being much too tolerant and all-forgiving. I’m sure it isn’t good for him and it certainly isn’t good for the

  children. They’re developing even worse manners than he’s got. I like exuberant children, but Simon and Harriet are quite out of hand and neither of their parents seems to give that a

  thought.”




  “How’s Ivor’s work going these days?” Charles asked.




  “Well, I never could manage to read his books, you know, even when I was most charmed by him, and I’m afraid I don’t even bother to try now,” she said. “He uses too

  many words I don’t know the meaning of, and his characters are all so unpleasant and never seem to say what they mean, and they quote from books I’ve never heard of and in odd moments

  commit the most horrible crimes. It’s all too difficult and depressing for me. I don’t think he sells any better than he used to.”




  There had been a time when Charles had attempted to convince his aunt that her next-door neighbour was a writer who mattered, but he had long ago given up the attempt.




  “With a family to look after that must be pretty tough,” he said.




  “For Deborah, yes.”




  “But she seems quite happy?”




  “Oh, my dear, how can one tell when people are happy? It’s something they hardly ever know themselves. But that’s just reminded me, there’s a letter I want to write.

  It’s to a man who says that the greatest happiness of his life will be meeting me, and at my age, you’ll grant that’s quite an event. So if I write my letter quickly now,

  you’ll be a dear and take it to the letter-box for me, won’t you? I know the last post has gone, but if the letter’s posted this evening, it’ll go first thing in the

  morning.”




  Charles thought that the change of subject had been deliberate and felt irritated. For some time now he had been convinced that Deborah Heydon meant nothing to him, yet upstairs in his bedroom,

  while he had stood at the window, looking out at the two gardens, his aunt’s and the Heydons’, lying side by side in the dusk, a wave of the old desperation both to see Deborah and, at

  all costs, to keep away from her, had swept over him and terrified him. The feeling had lasted only a moment and now, in the sitting-room with Mrs. Robertson, with the drawn curtains shutting out

  the haunting shadows of the spring evening, he was not inclined to take his panic seriously. But still something drove him to talk about Deborah as if this were a test that he must set himself.




  Thinking that he would come back to her in a moment, he asked, “Who is this happy man, Aunt Alice?”




  “Professor Harlan K. Stacey,” she said. “He’s one of those odd people who’ve made a hobby of the Robertson family and who know ten times as much about them as any

  of us. He’s just arrived in England and he’s hoping to make his visit a sort of pilgrimage from Robertson to Robertson, beginning with this house and me. I’d like to write and

  suggest all sorts of much more enjoyable things he might do with his time, but in fact, I shall, of course, say that I’ll be delighted to see him next week-end, as he proposed. And naturally

  I’ll send him on to Peggie and then to you and I hope you’ll both be nice to him.”




  “Including handing over to him the newly discovered portrait of old James?”




  “Only if you and Peggie can’t decide sensibly which of you is to keep it.”




  “That’s already decided. Peggie’s keeping it.”




  “In any case, you’ll have to show him the house where James was born. Or get him to show it to you, because I’m sure he knows every stone of it without ever having been near

  Edinburgh, and I don’t suppose you even know where it is. And you will post my letter, won’t you, Charles?”




  “Of course, I will.”




  Gripping the arms of her chair, she began the slow process of getting to her feet to cross the room to her writing-table.




  This time Charles did not try to help her. He realised that in her deep fear of losing the independence that still made her life worth living, she truly did not want his help.




  When the letter was written, she changed her mind about wanting it posted.




  “I’m sure you’re tired and the morning will really do just as well,” she said. “If you’ll put the letter on the table in the hall where we can see it, we

  won’t forget about it.”




  “No, I’ll take it now,” Charles said. “I’d like a walk before I go to bed.”




  “That’s like Peggie. She loves walking about alone in the dark. She’s a queer girl—almost too much of a Robertson, I sometimes think. That’s a great load to carry,

  you know, particularly for a woman.” She gave him the letter. Then she suddenly lifted a hand and touched his cheek softly. “I’ll say good night and go to bed now. Will you

  remember to lock the door when you come in?”




  He promised to remember, bent and kissed her.




  “And remember to bring your Sarah to see me soon.”




  “I will.”




  With the letter in his pocket, he left her and went out into the garden.




  The time was a few minutes after ten o’clock, which was not what Charles was in the habit of thinking of as late, but sitting by the fire for so long had made him drowsy. Standing still

  for a moment, he breathed in the freshness of the cool night air. A brisk wind was stirring, carrying clusters of light cloud across the moon. It was a slender moon, a mere shaving of silver.

  Shining through the moving clouds, it looked as if it were having to struggle against them to force its way across the dark sky. The tree-tops shivered and made faint creaking and sighing

  noises.




  At first Charles thought that these were the only noises of the night, but as he walked towards the gate, he caught the sound of voices coming towards him along the lane that joined the main

  road just opposite the gate, and even at this distance Charles recognised one of the voices. It was louder than the others, didactic and harsh. Drawing back, he waited in the deep shadow of the

  chestnuts beside the gate, for he had no desire just then to meet Ivor Heydon, particularly when he was on his way home after closing time at the White Lion.




  Not that Charles had ever disliked Ivor. He had experienced a complex variety of feelings for him, but had never managed to dislike him. There was a naïve generosity and earnest sincerity

  about him which had always made it impossible. However, he was often an exhausting person to meet, because two or three drinks made him unbearably talkative, and if he saw Charles now it was not

  impossible that he would leave his companions, dig strong fingers into Charles’s shoulder and hold him there to listen to him for half an hour.




  Standing under the trees, Charles waited until Ivor and the two men who were with him, who occasionally interrupted his monologue with thick, uncomprehending laughs, had reached the corner of the

  lane, turned into the main road and walked a little way towards the Heydons’ house and the main part of the village, which straggled along the road beyond it. Then Charles opened the gate,

  crossed the road and started down the lane.
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