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  Chapter One




  DICK DISAPPEARED some time in May, but I did not hear about it until several months later. This was because I was abroad. Also, there was no special

  reason why I should be got hold of. He was my younger brother, but he had long since come of age, and we were not one of those very closely knit families. I liked Dick, and I had a slightly

  disapproving and I suppose slightly envious admiration for him. He was an archaeologist and a mountain climber and a great one for the girls. I once asked him which was the most difficult ascent he

  had ever made, and he said oh, Betty, far and away. After her he reckoned it was a particular crag in North Wales, I forget which. It turned out later that he had at some point made a will leaving

  everything to what Rupert Brooke called the one before the last. As she had by then settled down as a respectable married woman, it must have been a bit of an embarrassment to her, but I expect the

  lawyers managed it all very discreetly. Not that he had much to leave, anyway. But it meant that I was not involved in the possibility of his death, even as an heir presumptive.




  I say the possibility of his death; perhaps I should say the probability, but that was all there was in it. He had gone out climbing alone and never come back. They looked for him, of course,

  but he was too experienced simply to get lost or do anything silly. If he had not come back, he had been in real trouble, and the body might have been anywhere in a piece of country like that. I

  had a letter from the man he was staying with at the time, but, as I say, I did not get it till some months later. It was a man called Merrion. I think I had heard Dick mention him. He was an

  archaeologist, too, of sorts. I gathered his interests were two or three thousand years later than Dick’s, but I suppose they had met on some academic occasion. It occurred to me to wonder

  why Dick had been staying with him, and I supposed it was the climbing. There were, as I found out later, other reasons. I might have guessed some of them, what with restless, randy Dick and his

  difficult ascents. The others I could not be expected to guess, not till much later. Merrion had suggested that I come up. By the time I got the letter, the formalities were over, though of course

  Dick’s death could still not be legally presumed. All the same, I said could I come? I still had a month’s leave in hand, and some of Dick’s stuff was still there. Merrion wrote

  and said certainly. I went up early in September.




  I am not indulging in hindsight when I say it was one of the most extraordinary places I have ever seen. It was called Llanglas. On the ordnance survey sheet it was marked in Gothic lettering

  Abbey (Site of), which meant that there was nothing to see above ground, only foundations and rubble, and they were buried in the trees. There was a round shallow basin, a mile or

  more across, with the mountains going up sharply on the west of it and fairly craggy foothills disposed round the other sides. Only one road led to it, winding in from the east between the foot of

  the hills. The basin was completely full of trees, mostly oaks. The house was at the end of the road, on the eastern edge of the basin. It was built of the local stone, but not particularly old, a

  hundred years or so. They had not even tried to use material from the remains of the abbey. They had just taken what they wanted from the nearest hillside, which was probably cheaper in the long

  run. It was not as ugly as it might have been, but it was no beauty.




  When I came round the last bend of the road, there was a cloudy sunset going on somewhere behind the mountains. The house and the trees were all in shadow, but there was a sort of top lighting

  from the colored cloud effects overhead. It made it all look very small, though it was not a small house when you got up to it. It was not really remote, either. There was a biggish village where

  you turned off the main road, and a market town only a few miles along it. I suppose the last bit of the side road must have been private, but there was nothing to show this. The house was very

  much on its own, but it was barely a mile and a half from the nearest petrol pump. It was the sort of place a Victorian with money might have built to retire to, especially if he had antiquarian

  leanings, as many of them had. I drove in between stone gateposts and thought how dark it all looked, with that huge splendor hanging over it. It was an impression I never entirely lost, though

  there was plenty of sunlight later.




  I stopped the car on the gravel in front of the house. It was gray gravel, the same stone as the house was made of, broken up smaller. The whole effect was monotone. A moment later the door

  opened and Merrion himself came down the steps. I had never seen him, of course, but I never for a moment doubted who it was. He was a very tall dark man with rather staring eyes. Even the skin of

  his face was dark, with an almost Mediterranean pigment under it. The eyes were the palest thing about him, staring out at me under his dark brows. He carried his face turned down, so that even

  with his height and with me still in the car he seemed to be looking up at me. I got out of the car. He said, “Mr. Hawkins?” and we shook hands solemnly. I felt he was trying to do

  justice to what he felt to be a solemn occasion, though I did not feel that way about Dick, who I thought had had a good life and probably ended it very much as he would have chosen.




  I said, “Yes. Mr. Merrion?”




  He nodded. “Let me help you with your bags,” he said. He still did not smile. I found out later that he very seldom did, but at the time I just felt that he was overplaying the

  thing.




  I said, “I’m sorry Dick has given you so much trouble.”




  I think I wanted to shock him, and I seemed to have succeeded. He checked and stared at me harder than ever. “Trouble?” he said. “Your brother gave me no trouble. I am only

  sorry it happened as it did.” He had a pleasant voice. It sounded like the voice of a much younger man. But he spoke in spurts, hesitating and watching you, and then darting off into a fresh

  sentence, as if his instinct was to reconnoiter the ground at every step before committing himself. I wondered what there could be in this quiet place to induce such a feeling of stress. I did not

  dislike him, but I found him, already, a little oppressive. Even before I got inside the door, I was wondering whether I had been wise to come and how long I need stay.




  I lost the feeling when I got inside, because the house, once you were in it, was an extraordinarily pleasant one. It was, I suppose, an academic’s house. It was not particularly elegant,

  or even particularly tidy, but everything was easy and comfortable and ordered by a high intelligence. It struck me as a man’s house, but this was probably masculine prejudice. I did not

  know, in fact, whether Merrion was married. Even if he was, I was certain there were no children. There might be a grown-up family, though I doubted if he was old enough to have one. But there was

  no place here for immaturity.




  As we came in, a door on the other side of the hall opened, and a tall dark woman came to meet us. Merrion said, “Cynthia, this is Mr. Hawkins. My sister.”




  I bowed and said, “How do you do?” They were as unmistakable a brother and sister as I have ever seen. She was younger than he was, and paler, but the features were almost identical.

  She had what I suppose some men might call a rather masculine face. It made no concessions, but in her the gray eyes were almost startlingly beautiful. I thought how wrong Cynthia was; it should

  have been Athene.




  She said, “How nice of you to come.” The voices were as near as possible identical, even to the pitch, but she had none of her brother’s hesitation. Even from halfway across

  the hall, she was the better man of the two.




  I looked at her left hand, as you always do, but there was no ring. She was Miss Merrion, and uncommitted, but I knew one thing from the start. She was not Dick’s type, nor Dick hers. If

  there had been any attraction here other than the mountains, it had not been Cynthia Merrion. I said, “I don’t know why I came, to tell the truth. There’s nothing I can do now.

  I’m sorry I was so long getting your letter.”




  Merrion said, “There are your brother’s things. They’re still in the same room. You might perhaps—” He broke off, staring at me still with that watchful, slightly

  puzzled look. He did not know what I could be expected to do with Dick’s things, any more than I did.




  “I’ll have a look at them,” I said. “There’s probably stuff we can throw away, and I can get the rest packed up, at least. You don’t want them lying around.

  Perhaps I could take them back with me.”




  Miss Merrion said, “You could, of course. He only brought a couple of suitcases. But there’s no need, if you’d rather not. Have a look at them, anyway. Your room’s next

  door. Shall I show you?”




  “Please,” I said. I picked up my cases and followed her. Merrion stood there, watching us. The stairs ran up from one corner of the hall. To follow a woman upstairs is one of the

  very revealing things. If they are there to be seen, you see the untidiness at the back of the neck, the awkwardness of movement, the unwanted contours, even a shortage of breath. If they are not,

  the effect can be very impressive. The effect with Cynthia Merrion was very impressive indeed. She was a rather splendid woman, but not in the usual sense immediately attractive. You wondered about

  her, but you assumed nothing.




  We went along a corridor with doors on both sides. She pointed to one as we passed it. “His things are in there,” she said. “You’re in here.” She opened the next

  door and went in ahead of me. The room faced south. It was full of the fiery light from the sky, but below the sky there was nothing but dark hills. She went across to the window and stood for a

  moment, looking out. Then she turned and came back toward me. I still had the suitcases in my hands. She said, “You’re not an archaeologist?”




  She smiled a little as she said it, as if she did not expect me to take archaeology wholly seriously. “No,” I said, “no, I’m an engineer. Much more prosaic, I’m

  afraid.”




  She shook her head. “Not necessarily,” she said. “You’re older than your brother?”




  “Only about three years.”




  She looked at me, not hesitatingly, as Merrion had done, but making up her mind. “You’re very different,” she said.




  I put down the suitcases one on each side of me. The cases and I pretty well blocked the way out between us. She had to stay where she was, and I wanted to have this out with her.

  “Different how?” I said.




  She shook her head again, refusing to be drawn. Then she said, “There’s more of you. I’ll show you where you can have a wash. Then come down and have a drink.”




  I stood aside for her and we went out into the corridor again. “Bathroom and loo there,” she said.




  “I’d really like a walk before it gets dark. Would that be all right? I’ve been too long in the car.”




  “Would you? All right. But come in and have a drink when you’re ready.” She went off along the corridor, but turned at the top of the stairs. “Don’t you get

  lost,” she said.




  I said, “I won’t,” and went back into my room.




  There was no one about when I went downstairs. There were no lights on yet. The house was still full of the yellow light from the sky, but it would not last much longer. I went straight out of

  the front door. My car was still standing where I had left it on the gravel. No one had suggested my moving it, and it would come to no harm where it was. I turned and went round the north side of

  the house. I had not realized how close the hills came on both sides of it. It stood blocking the gap in the hills, straddling the line of the road that came in from the east. Behind it, the great

  natural saucer swept round in a curve to which the back of the house was almost tangential. The whole saucer was full of trees. I thought the ground dipped from the back of the house toward the

  center of the saucer, but the tops of the trees lay level between the hillsides, and you could not really tell.




  There was no garden. There was a paved court at the back of the house, with outbuildings round it, all gray stone like the house. Beyond them the trees began at once. I skirted the side of the

  buildings and found, as I had expected, a green rutted track that continued the line of the road and led in through the trees toward the center of the saucer.




  I say I had expected it, but it is difficult to say why. I think it was because the thing was so symmetrical and the house so obviously an intrusion. The abbey would have been laid out in the

  middle of the saucer, with the road leading straight into it through the eastward gap. They liked building abbeys in these hollows in the hills. They had probably cleared the trees from the middle

  of the saucer, or perhaps the trees had fringed the edge of it then and had moved down only after the abbey was dead. I did not know when it had died. If it was long enough ago, even the oaks could

  have grown since. I went in along the track and found myself, quite suddenly, in the dark.




  I had forgotten how late it was and how much the remaining light came from the sky. At least I could not lose my way. There was only one way to go, straight on into the tunnel under the trees.

  My eyes could see more now, but there was not much to see. On both sides the space between the trunks was blocked with undergrowth. By daylight there might be ways through it, but in this murk it

  looked solid. There was not a sound anywhere. Even my feet made none. The ruts were full of moss, and I went, instinctively, as softly as I could. Whatever it was the trees hid, I did not want to

  disturb it. I thought that where the abbey ruins were there must be at least a little open sky and enough light to show me I had got there. Then I would turn back and go and have that drink. I

  wanted to turn back now. I did not like the place. I went on precisely because I did not like it. I ply a practical trade and do not easily admit imponderables.




  The track led, as I had expected, very gently downhill. I do not know how far I had walked when the ground rose a little under me and then dipped again. Further on the same thing happened again,

  but this time it was less marked. It was difficult to tell how far I could see ahead. I only know that when I saw the thing standing in the track in front of me, it was already too close for

  comfort. It was tall and dark and absolutely motionless.




  I stopped dead. I do not think I actually stepped back. I must have made some sort of a noise, because a figure detached itself from the standing thing and came out sideways, looking at me. It

  was smallish and somehow luminous in the surrounding dark. When I got my wits back a bit, I could see it was human and almost certainly a woman. She had some sort of white coat on. I took a long

  breath and said, “My goodness, you gave me a fright.”




  She made a small yelping sound, hesitated, peering through the dark, and then flung herself at me. “Dick!” she said. “Dick, oh my God! I thought you were dead.” She clung

  to me, nuzzling with her face into the front of my jacket, but I took hold of her arms and pushed her very gently away from me. “It’s not Dick,” I said.




  She jerked away from me as violently as she had flung herself at me. We stared into each other’s faces, trying to pick out what we could in the darkness. Then she shook her head, very

  slowly. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It was the voice. It’s exactly the same. But you’re only his brother.”




  “That’s it,” I said. “I’m only his brother.”




  We began to walk back toward the house, side by side in the tunnel of trees. The dark thing stayed where it was, standing there by the track. It was a stone of some sort. We said nothing to each

  other all the way back. The house was full of lights, and as we came round the end of it, she stopped and looked at me steadily in the glow from the uncurtained windows. She said,

  “You’re very like him. It’s not only the voice.”




  I said, “Miss Merrion said I was very different.”




  “Cynthia?” she said. “Cynthia didn’t like him.”




  We came in at the front door together and Merrion came out of a sitting room on the left. He had a glass in his hand. He said, “Oh—I was going to introduce you, but I see

  you’ve already met. Ethel, this is Mr. Hawkins. My wife.”




  She said, “Yes, we’ve already met.” She went on up the stairs.




  Merrion looked after her for a moment. Then he turned back to me. “Well,” he said, “come and have a drink.”




  





  Chapter Two




  YOU WOULD NOT HAVE THOUGHT of Ethel Merrion as a small woman if it had not been for the contrast between her and her sister-in-law. This was violent,

  and the differences were not only physical. I put Cynthia at about five years younger than Merrion and Ethel at ten or more. I never knew Ethel’s actual age, but I still think this would be

  about right. She was a woman of medium height with a nicely rounded figure. She had a pink and white complexion, brown hair and hazel eyes. She did everything with an impulsive, darting quickness

  which made her seem even younger than she was. But it was natural to her; there was nothing affected or kittenish about it. She was visibly on the defensive in that household, but she was

  nobody’s fool. Her attraction was immediate and obvious. I knew why Merrion had married her, and I had a pretty good idea, even from the start, what Cynthia must have thought about it when he

  had.




  Once he had made up his mind to it, Merrion was not a bad host. He had the academic’s trick of maintaining a pleasant, easy relation without ever getting below a certain depth. His

  reserves were enormous, but he kept them well out of sight. My difficulty was to know who was my hostess. Even that difficulty fairly quickly became less important. The two women had got the thing

  worked out between them. There was a lot of intelligence all round. Provided you were up to it, it was a comfortable household on this carefully maintained superficial level. I think if I had been

  anyone but Dick’s brother, I could have stayed on that level. Even as it was, I could have packed up his things and gone off next day if Ethel Merrion had not mistaken my voice for his. It

  was that that started it.




  After dinner, at what seemed the appropriate moment, I said to Merrion, “Tell me about your abbey,” but he smiled and shook his head.




  “I can’t,” he said. “Not yet. I haven’t had time to work on it. It needs a lot of work. It’s going to be interesting.”




  “But I mean—what’s its history?”




  “It hasn’t got any—not before 1850 or so. It was gone long before the Dissolution. That’s one of the interesting things. There are others like it, of course. There are

  some we know only from aerial photographs. This one would have escaped even that—the trees cover everything. Only a chap called Braithwaite discovered it and bought it up.”




  “And built this house?”




  He smiled at me, as if I was an undergraduate who had asked an intelligent question. “That’s right. He was a Midland manufacturer. Plenty of money, of course. I suppose he fancied

  himself as the owner of an abbey. What we should now call a status symbol. He acquired a knighthood, too. An impressive pair of assets, by any standards. Sir Josiah Braithwaite, he called himself.

  He got the abbey marked on the survey sheet, but he didn’t do anything about it. Just liked having it.”




  “At least he didn’t dig it up and build his house in it—or with it.”




  “No.” He was looking at me again, wondering what to say. “No,” he said, “I think he thought this was near enough.”




  “But you’re going to investigate it properly—excavate and so on? I gather—I ought to know, but I’m afraid I don’t—I gather this is your particular

  speciality?”




  “Why should you?” he said. “I am a medievalist, yes. And I have done a good deal of work on monastic sites. The idea is to give up my university job one of these days and

  settle down here and work at it the whole time. It’s a chance not many people get. An undisturbed site, you see?”




  “And one no one else can get at first?”




  He gave a small deprecating laugh. He sounded almost coy. “Well,” he said, “there is that, I admit. I suppose like Sir Josiah I like owning an abbey. But I mean—it really

  does promise to be interesting. I don’t know—I don’t want to bore you with details.”




  I said, “You won’t bore me.” I really meant it. It was the man who interested me, of course, at that stage, not the abbey. But it did not seem necessary to explain this.




  “Well,” he said again. It was a trick of his, this. He would say, “Well—” and look at you, wondering all the time what he really wanted to say to you.

  “Well,” he said, “it looks like a Cistercian site. The different orders used different plans, you know. And the Cistercians did come to these remote places. Anyway, it was pretty

  big. And then at some point, I think pretty early, it was destroyed. I rather think a lot of it was burnt. There was no rebuilding. The site was just abandoned, and the abbey disappeared from the

  records. And of course the trees grew over it. So there it was until Sir Josiah found it. It’s—it’s an unusual history.”




  I said, “Yes, I can see that.” I looked at him and he looked at me. He still had this half-apologetic air, as if he was afraid of boring a layman. “Of course,” I said,

  “this wasn’t Dick’s line at all, was it?”




  “Dick?” he said. He sounded almost puzzled, as if he wondered for a moment who I was talking about. I was not going to explain. I just went on looking at him. “Oh no,” he

  said, “your brother—Dick—was a prehistorian. He was—interested, of course. But his speciality was quite different.”




  “He was a man of wide interests,” I said.




  “Indeed, yes.” He got up. “There’ll be coffee,” he said. “Shall we go and find some?”




  I got up too. “I’d like that,” I said. He went out into the hall and I went out after him. Only Cynthia was in the sitting room. She sat behind the coffee things, watching the

  two of us as we came in.




  “I’ve been hearing about the abbey,” I said.




  She said, “You mustn’t let Roger bore you. How do you like your coffee?”




  “Black, please,” I said, “with plenty of sugar. He won’t, I assure you. I find it all very interesting.” I took the cup she handed me. “I’ll have a look

  at Dick’s things tomorrow, shall I?”




  “Yes,” she said. “Do by all means. You know where they are.”




  “How long was he here, in fact?”




  She was giving Merrion his coffee, and they looked at each other, wondering which of them was going to answer the question. Merrion said, “Oh, not long. A week or two, I

  suppose.”




  Cynthia took a breath, and I thought she was going to add something, but she thought better of it. “I met him last year,” said Merrion. “He came to Bristol for some seminar or

  other. I told him about this place, and he said he’d like to come and see it and try some of the local climbs. So we fixed it up.”




  I said, “You have to be at Bristol during the term, I take it?”




  “That’s right. Ethel and I are mostly there and Cynthia holds the fort here. We get up here when we can, of course.”




  I said to Cynthia, “It must be lonely for you here on your own.” I said this because it is the sort of thing one says. I did not really for a moment suppose Cynthia would be lonely

  anywhere, or would put up with it if she was. I was thinking I had much rather visit Llanglas during the university term, when only Cynthia was here. Dick of course would have had other views. I

  assumed he had met Ethel Merrion along with her husband at Bristol, and had come up here to try his hand at the local ascents. One at least of them I thought he had not expected to find, and

  probably had not found, particularly difficult. But one of the others, unexpectedly but finally, had beaten him. Poor old Dick. All the same, I fancied that right up to the last he had been

  enjoying himself.




  All this time Cynthia and I were looking at each other over the coffee cups. It was not really very long, of course, but there was something very timeless in those wide gray eyes. She said,

  “I don’t find it so. I am alone a lot, of course. But I like that. And then Roger comes up when he can. It’s much better to keep the place open.” She did not mention Ethel

  at all.




  “It feels permanently lived in,” I said. “Not at all like one of those week-end retreats that people are always going to retire to some time. There’s no mistaking a

  second-class home.”




  Merrion said, “Bristol is my second-class home. I—” He looked at me, wondering how he ought to put it. “This is where I live,” he said. He did not mention Ethel

  either.




  “I think you’re lucky,” I said. “Even without the abbey. With the abbey, from what you say, you’re very lucky indeed.”




  He said, “I’m very lucky, yes.” He said it with a sudden absolute conviction. The hesitation, or the academic caution, or whatever it was, lifted completely for a moment, and

  the man’s feelings showed almost unnervingly through the gap. Where your treasure is, I thought, there shall your heart be also. Most people have their treasures. I have met some odd ones in

  my time, but when a man mentions his, there is no mistaking it. I knew Merrion’s. At least it was not Ethel. I wondered if Cynthia had one, and I found myself suddenly almost painfully eager

  to know what and where it was.




  But there was nothing more to be said now. I got up. I said, “I wonder if you’ll excuse me if I go to bed early? I’ve had a long drive, and your air here is strong

  stuff.”




  Cynthia said, “Of course,” and we said our polite good-nights. I left them in the sitting room and went out into the hall, shutting the door behind me. There was no one about. I

  could hear no sounds from the kitchen, where I had heard, earlier, the voice of some local part-timer helping with the washing up. I wondered, of course, where Ethel Merrion was. I had no reason,

  even then, to think of her as the victim of a deliberate exclusion. I did not believe she thought of herself like that. She was independent. But if she had her difficulties, she would have to solve

  them for herself. I fancied that, here at least, she spent a good deal of time by herself, and I wondered where she spent it and what she did. Also, I saw how much the presence here of a man like

  Dick might have meant to her. Apart from his other qualifications, Dick was very intelligent and companionable, and she would be needing that. It might even be her chief need. I doubted whether the

  obvious view of the case was the right one. I went on upstairs.




  There were lights on in the corridor. Once it was dark outside, the whole house was kept very well lit. It was one of the things you noticed. I went toward the door of my room and then, just

  before I got to it, stopped and opened the door of the room next to it. There was a light on and the curtains were closely drawn. Ethel Merrion was kneeling on the floor in the middle of the room.

  There was an open suitcase in front of her, and she had some small thing in her hands. As I opened the door, her head turned and she looked up at me over her shoulder. At the same time she put

  whatever she was holding back in the case and pulled the lid down over it. There was no mistaking the look on her face. She was startled, of course, but also she was frightened.




  When she saw who it was, most of the fright went out of her face. Not only that; she made very little attempt to hide the fact that she had been frightened. She let out a long sigh of relief.

  Then she got to her feet, quite slowly, and turned and faced me. She said, “Shut the door.”




  I shut the door behind me without turning round. I did it, without thinking, as quietly as I could. She said, “I was just looking at Dick’s things, I thought—I thought you

  might be taking them away soon, and I wanted to look at them. Do you mind?”




  I said, “Of course I don’t mind. Why should I?”




  “I heard you coming, but I never thought you’d come in here. I didn’t think you’d come up as soon as this.”




  “I was tired,” I said, “and decided to go to bed early. I knew Dick’s things were in here, but I didn’t mean to come in here, not tonight. I’m

  sorry.”




  She came in very quickly on that. She had got over her shock, and her natural quickness was reasserting itself. “No, no,” she said, “don’t be sorry. There’s no need

  to be. Do you want to look at them now?”




  “I don’t think so. Tomorrow will do. But please believe me—I didn’t want to disturb you. I had no idea you were here. You can’t see the light from

  outside.”




  She said, “I know that.”




  “Well—you stay here, if you like. I’ll go to my room.”




  She shook her head violently. “No,” she said, “not now. I must go.” I stood aside and she went past me to the door. We both heard at the same moment somebody’s feet

  coming up the stairs.




  I have said she was quick in her ways, but I don’t think I have ever seen anyone make what must have been quite a complicated calculation and act on it so quickly. For a split second she

  stood there listening. Then she turned again, went past me almost without looking at me and stepped behind the drawn curtains of the window. She was in there and the curtains had stopped moving

  almost before I knew what she was at. I do not know whether I am a natural intriguer. I had never thought of myself as one. I think some of her speed and urgency must have communicated itself to

  me. I went back to the middle of the room, opened the suitcase and knelt by it exactly as she had been kneeling. I put my hands into it and lifted out a jacket folded on top. I wished, afterward,

  that I had looked to see what it was she had put back so hurriedly, but my mind was not working as fast as that. I had got the jacket out and was looking at the things underneath when the door

  opened behind me. I turned, with an enormous and wholly assumed deliberation, but I already knew who it was. Merrion had his head round the door. His face already wore an expression of unobtrusive

  but sympathetic interest. He said, “Oh, I’m sorry. Having a look at your brother’s things?”
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