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  Chapter One




  He recognised the cottage instantly and in detail, but it did not seem at all familiar. It was like a cottage seen in a picture, or perhaps more in a film, where the camera had

  tracked all round it and up and down inside it, leaving him still sitting, detached, in front of the screen. The whole place was obviously the place that had been on his mind, almost night and day,

  for the last five years, but now that he had come back to it, it was less real than the one he had had on his mind. This immediately raised the question whether he had done any good to come, but he

  was committed to it now. He got out, opened the gate and drove the car up the steep curving drive to its garage at the back of the building.




  Not its garage really. It was not the same car. The same model, only the colour was different, but it was another car that had stood here five years ago. As he got out, he had a momentary,

  breathless conviction that the driver was different, too, a different person. Like the cottage, superficially recognisable, but not really the same. It would be fine if it was true, only it would

  make nonsense of the whole thing. He took the key off its nail on the wall of the outside lavatory and unlocked the back door. It swung in freely for a bit, stuck for a moment where the bottom

  caught the unevenness of the cement floor and then, when he pushed it over this, swung on faster and came up with a bump against the side of the china cupboard. He had not consciously remembered

  any of this, but he did not run into the door when it stuck. On the contrary, his hand was on the handle, ready to give it the extra push when it needed it, lifting it a little, and then to hold it

  back so that it did not hit the cupboard hard enough to do any harm. With the door open, he remembered the smell at once.




  It was odd what houses smelt of. It could not be the people, or even the things the people did in them, because over the years the people changed, and different people did different things, but

  the house, in between, went on smelling the same. You could overlay the smell of a house temporarily with smells of your own, and almost certainly, as with all smells, you could get to overlook it,

  but you could not exorcise it altogether, and when you come back, even after quite a short absence, there it was, pleasant or unpleasant according to its associations in your mind, but the same

  smell.




  It was the smell that got him over his uncertainty and persuaded him that he really was back, the same person back to the same place. He remembered, with a rush, a whole number of things that

  had happened when he had smelt that smell before. He had thought about them all at intervals over the years, but not the smell that went with them, and now he had that, he could no longer doubt

  that he was the person they had happened to. He stood for a moment in the middle of the kitchen, looking round. Then he turned and went to get his things out of the car. There was no need to go

  through into the other rooms until he had the things to put in them. There was nothing he needed to see. He knew what there was there.




  He was going out for almost the last load of stuff from the car when he met Mrs. Basset in the doorway. She must have been watching for the car, as she always had. She could not see it turn in

  off the road, because the gate and most of the drive were hidden by the hill, but she could see it go across the front of the cottage. There was just the moment or two between its appearance over

  the shoulder of the drive and its disappearance round the back of the house, but if she knew it was coming, she would not miss it. Her cottage faced south at the bottom of the hill just as his

  faced south at the top, and like most people who live in cottages, she spent more time looking out at the back than she did looking out at the front. She could find any number of useful things to

  do and still not miss the car, once she knew it was coming. It was Mrs. Basset he had spent more time thinking about than anything else, but when he saw her, she was as unfamiliar as the

  cottage.




  She had in fact changed, but then so she would have. People did change more than places or things, even in five years, even people like Mrs. Basset. He could not have said what the physical

  changes in her were, but it was not the physical changes that mattered. It was her state of mind he had had in his head all these years, and her state of mind, as she stood there in the doorway

  facing him, was quite unfamiliar. She looked at him with a mild interest, just strong enough to bring her up the hill as soon as she saw the car, but not really amounting to curiosity. There even

  seemed to be some amusement in it. Whatever it was, it did not worry her, nor did he. He had expected to worry her, and had expected to feel bad about it, merely as a natural extension of what he

  had been feeling all these years. He was disconcerted, but did not have time to feel glad of the change.




  She said, ‘Well, Mr. Hurst. I saw the car and thought I’d come up. You got everything you want? You’ll be glad to be back.’




  ‘Yes, thank you, Mrs. Basset.’ He meant that he had everything he wanted, not that he was glad to be back. He had not meant to be, and could not let himself agree that he was.

  ‘You’re looking very well,’ he said. She was, too; he could see it now. There was more flesh on her face, and she looked smoother and a better colour. He had remembered her eyes

  staring, but now they did not stare.




  She said, ‘Oh yes, thank you, I always keep well.’ She seemed surprised that he should have mentioned it, as if it was hardly worth mentioning. ‘You’re looking well

  yourself,’ she said.




  He said, ‘I’m all right.’ It was the least he could say, but he did not really mean it. It was because so little was well with him that he had come. ‘How’s

  Lizz?’ he said.




  ‘Elizabeth? She’s fine. Works in Frantham now. She’s a secretary at Morris’s, the solicitors. Quite grown up, of course. You’ll see.’




  He nodded. ‘She would be, of course.’ He looked at her, but there was still no strain in her face. She waited placidly for what he was going to ask. ‘And Jack?’ he

  said.




  She said, ‘We don’t hear from Jack.’




  He nodded again, but this time he lowered his eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.




  ‘Well, I don’t know.’ He looked at her again, and found she was almost smiling. ‘I reckon he’s better away. Better for him, too, I mean. I don’t worry about

  him.’ She saw his face change and said, ‘He didn’t really fit in here. It wasn’t the place for him, do you think?’




  ‘Perhaps not. So long as you don’t worry.’




  She shook her head. She was quite certain. ‘I don’t worry,’ she said. She was watching him now. ‘And Miss Garstin’s married,’ she said. ‘Mrs. Richards,

  she is, now.’




  ‘Is she? That’s good.’ He gave her back certainty for certainty, and she accepted it, smiling.




  ‘Well,’ she said, ‘If there’s nothing —’




  ‘No,’ he said, ‘don’t worry. It was nice of you to come up. I’ll look in presently.’




  ‘Any time. You’ll find us all much the same.’ She turned and went off round the house, and after a moment he too went out to the car. So Christabel was married, to someone

  called Richards. He did not remember anyone called Richards round here. Maybe they did not live round here, but Mrs. Basset had sounded as if they did, as if Christabel was still part of the place.

  Christabel was married, and Lizz was a grown-up secretary called Elizabeth, and Mrs. Basset was a placid, smooth woman, whose eyes no longer stared, and who found nothing to worry about. He would

  find them all much the same, she had said, but that could not be right, from what she had said. Had she forgotten or had he?




  He took the rest of the things out of the car and put them down on the gravel while he shut the car up. The sun was out now, not at all hot but very bright, and the little wood behind the

  cottage was in new leaf. It looked thicker than he remembered it, so grown together that you could hardly get into it. From here the trees did not look very much taller, but he supposed they must

  be. There was no wind at all, and even the leaves did not move. There were birds singing among the trees, but he could not see them. It was all very peaceful. He picked the things up off the gravel

  and carried them across to the back door and into the kitchen. He left everything where it was and went across to the door into the sitting-room. He did not mind the smell of the house, there was

  nothing wrong with it, but the sooner he got the windows open, the better.




  The rest of the house was like the kitchen, perfectly predictable, but not really familiar. He stopped trying to put things away and sat down in his usual chair to think. To say he was not the

  same as the person who had sat here five years ago was attractive, but it would not really do. He remembered the place and what had happened there, and you cannot remember what has happened to

  someone else. He had spent a lot of time remembering. His memory constituted a large part of the continuity of experience that bridged the gap between then and now, and the experience itself was

  real enough. It was only that, now that he had finally made himself go back over the bridge, he found this sort of gap at the farther end. The things he remembered, now that he came back to them,

  were somehow less real than his memory of them. It was his memory that had brought him back, but it had not landed him quite where he expected.




  It followed that there were still decisions to be made. It had taken him five years to decide to come back, and he had assumed that, once he had decided, the rest would follow. Now he was not so

  sure. What had looked inevitable to his memory seemed arguable to his present experience. He had not done with his memory, but he must consider the facts. For a start, he must see Christabel. He

  got up from the chair. It struck a little cold as he sat in it, and had the smell of the house. He went on with his unpacking.




  When he had finished, he went out of the front gate and down the path towards Mrs. Basset’s cottage. He looked at his watch. It was still too early for Lizz to be home from Frantham. He

  did not want to see Lizz just yet. Not that she was likely to be important in herself, but she might be a distraction. He went right down the path into the road, and then turned and went into Mrs.

  Basset’s front gate. Later in the year the front door would be standing open, but it was not warm enough for that yet. He went up the flagged path and knocked on the door.




  A man opened it. He was a big smiling man in his shirtsleeves and seemed very much at home. The man said, ‘Hullo, Mr. Hurst,’ and they smiled at each other. The man knew him and he

  knew the man, only he could not for the life of him remember his name or who he was. The man saw his difficulty and did not hold it against him. He said, ‘You don’t remember me. John

  Merrow.’




  ‘Of course. I do remember you, but I couldn’t put a name to you. You live down Furzehill Lane.’




  The man still smiled, but he shook his head. ‘Not now,’ he said. ‘I live here. My lease fell in there, and if it hadn’t been the lease, it would have been the roof. And

  Mrs. Basset had the room. Do you want to see her?’




  ‘Well – yes, but nothing special. She told me to look in.’




  ‘That’s right.’ He stood back from the door. ‘Come in,’ he said. ‘I’ll call her.’




  They went into the front living-room and Merrow opened the door at the bottom of the staircase and called up it. ‘Amy,’ he said, ‘there’s Mr. Hurst here to see

  you.’




  Mrs. Basset said something he could not catch, and a moment later she came down the stairs, moving lightly for a woman of her age. She shut the door of the staircase behind her and stood there,

  looking from one to the other of them and smiling slightly. She said, ‘You remember Mr. Hurst, John?’




  Merrow was still smiling, too. He had his hands in his pockets. Everybody was very easy and pleasant. ‘’Course I remember him,’ he said. ‘He couldn’t put a name to

  me, but he remembered me, all right. And where I lived.’




  He looked at Mrs. Basset and Hurst wondered whether she would find it necessary to explain Merrow’s presence in the house, as he had done, but she did not. ‘That’s right, he

  would,’ she said.




  ‘I tell you one person I can’t remember,’ Hurst said, ‘Richards. You said Christabel – Miss Garstin – had married a Mr. Richards, but I couldn’t place

  him. Did I know him?’




  Her eyes flicked sideways to Merrow and came back to his again. They were both still smiling. ‘No,’ she said, ‘no, you wouldn’t have known him. After your time, he was.

  It was Mr. Martin in your time.’




  ‘Martin?’ he said. ‘I don’t – the only Martin I remember was the parson in Frantham. But —’




  ‘That’s right. Well, he went – oh, three or four years back, and then Mr. Richards came.’




  There was a moment’s complete silence. Then Hurst said, ‘Do you mean Miss Garstin married the parson?’




  ‘She did, yes.’ There was laughter held in on both sides of him now, waiting to see what he would do before it showed itself.




  He did not laugh, because he did not feel like laughing, but he could not bring himself not to show that he knew what they were waiting to laugh at. He allowed himself a small turned-in smile

  and a shake of the head. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t have expected that, I must say. But so long as she’s happy —’ He was elaborately decent about it,

  and the laughter never came.




  Mrs. Basset put on a serious, social face. ‘Oh, I think so,’ she said. ‘A nice man, he is. I think they get on very well. Of course, we don’t see much of her now. Not

  like when she was living here.’




  ‘No. No, you wouldn’t. What happened to the house, then?’




  ‘Oh, she sold it when she married Mr. Richards. It was hers, of course, after her mother died. Some people called Barnes have got it now. Not like it used to be, though, when old Mrs.

  Garstin was alive and Miss Christabel was there. Quiet people, Mr. and Mrs. Barnes, and they haven’t got a family, or not at home, anyway.’




  Hurst nodded. He felt no interest in the Barneses whatever. He said, ‘You’ve looked after the cottage beautifully, Mrs. Basset. You’d never think it had been empty all this

  time. Everything’s just as I left it.’




  ‘Well,’ she said, ‘it’s a dry little place up there. Gets all the sun in front, and the trees keep most of the rain off behind. You’ll be looking after it yourself

  now, same as you used to?’




  ‘Oh, well, yes, if that’s all right with you. I’m used to looking after myself.’




  ‘Oh yes, I’ve got plenty to do without that. I still go in to Mrs. Barnes, like I used to to Mrs. Garstin.’




  ‘That’s fine, then.’ He moved towards the door.




  Mrs. Basset said, ‘You won’t stay and see Elizabeth? She’ll be back soon. She’s wanting to see you.’




  ‘I mustn’t stay now, no. But I want to see her, of course. Can’t I still call her Lizz? That’s how I always think of her.’




  Mrs. Basset laughed. ‘You can try,’ she said. ‘She may take it from you. She won’t from us. Better wait till you see her.’




  Hurst laughed too. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Wait till I see her. But I must go now.’ He said his good-byes and went out into the quiet, chilly sunshine. Outside the gate he

  turned right and started walking steadily along the road. He did not think he would go as far as Frantham now, but he wanted exercise, and there was a lot to think about.




  He walked a few hundred yards and then changed his mind again. If he stayed on the road, he would meet Lizz coming home on the bus. At least, he assumed she came on the bus, but however she

  came, this was the way she would come. Then she would see him from the bus, but the bus would not stop, and she would recognise him, because he had not changed much, but he might not see her, and

  even if he did, he might not recognise her, not just going past in the bus. He did not want that. He wanted to have a good look at her when they did meet, if possible even before they met. He

  turned off the road, climbed a field gate and set himself to walk up in a circle through the fields, so as to come at the cottage from the far side. Even Mrs. Basset would not see him come in then.

  They would see his lights later, and know he was at home, but they would not have seen him come in. That gave him a sense of privacy, and privacy was very important.




  The bus went past on the road below when he was well up the hill. He stood and watched it for a moment. Then he turned and went on with his walk.










  Chapter Two




  The tapping on the door startled him, but even before he was out of his chair, he made up his mind that it must be Lizz tapping. It came again while he was on his way to the

  door, and this time he had no doubt at all. The impatience was characteristic, and the light, quick, repeated taps were like her, too, even though he could not remember her ever tapping on his door

  before. She would be using the tips of her fingers, typist’s fingers perhaps, not knocking with the knuckle as most people did. He found himself agitated, but even before he had the door

  open, he recognised a quality of pleasure in his agitation. He lifted the latch, almost deliberately took a breath and then swung the door right back, so that the light fell fully on her as she

  stood outside.




  She was wearing some sort of cloak, with a hood pulled up over her head, so that all he could see of her was her face and one hand holding the cloak together in front. The cloak and hood shone

  with drops of water. He had not known it was raining. There was still no wind at all, and the rain fell very quietly in the silence. Her eyes were still very wide and blue, but they were a

  woman’s eyes. Even the hand was a woman’s hand, calculated and cared for, not the unconscious hand of childhood. For a moment they stood there, taking each other in. Then he said,

  ‘Hullo, Lizz,’ and she said, ‘Hullo, Mike,’ almost simultaneously, and he stood back from the threshold.




  ‘Come in,’ he said.




  ‘Do you mind?’ The voice was surprisingly deep, not husky, but full-throated. She came a step into the doorway, and then turned and swung the cloak off her and shook the beaded water

  into the damp darkness outside. She was wearing a plain dark dress, with long sleeves and a touch of white at the neck and wrists. Office dress, he thought. He wondered if she generally changed

  when she came in, but this evening had kept her dress on to go visiting. He hoped so. That would be like her. She had always had a sense of occasion, even as a child. She dropped the cloak over a

  chair by the door and came on into the room. He shut the door and followed her. She was only a little taller than he remembered, but her whole body had filled out. Physically she was very much Mrs.

  Basset’s child, and none the worse for that. Only the face and eyes were different. She turned again, and for quite a long time they stood there, looking each other up and down in a friendly,

  deliberate way. He was still agitated, but there was no embarrassment in it at all.




  He said, ‘Of course I don’t mind. I wanted to see you. I never thought you’d come up, though.’




  ‘Why not? I always used to.’




  He considered this. ‘I know that,’ he said. ‘I suppose I thought you wouldn’t feel the same.’ But he knew this was not true. It was not that he had expected her not

  to come; it was that, now she had come, he was surprised she had. With part of his mind he was not even very pleased. He did not want her to feel the same about him, because he felt very

  differently about her. But he could not have known he was going to feel so differently about her, not until he had opened the door and seen her standing there.




  She shook her head. She had stopped smiling and was suddenly very much in earnest. ‘I feel just the same about you,’ she said. ‘You don’t mind, do you?’




  He gave it up. He smiled and held out his hands to her. ‘Lizz, Lizz,’ he said. ‘Of course I don’t mind,’ and she put her hands in his and stood there looking up at

  him. The doubts were on her side now.




  ‘Still friends, then?’ she said.




  He nodded. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘sit down and tell me everything.’




  She sat on the chair opposite him. In the old days she had used to flop back into it with her arms dangling and her legs all over the place. Now she sat sedately, a little sideways and knees

  together. She said, ‘Your Christabel’s married.’




  ‘I know. Your mother told me. She wasn’t mine, anyway.’




  ‘Wasn’t she? I was never quite sure. I knew you were desperate for her, but I was never sure how far you’d got. Even when you went off, I still wasn’t sure. Only I

  thought you’d gone because of her, one way or the other. God, how I hated that woman.’




  She sat staring into the fire, but when he said nothing, because he did not know what to say, she looked up and saw the way he was looking at her. ‘It’s all right,’ she said,

  ‘I wasn’t jealous, not really. But I was afraid what she might do to you. And she did – I mean, it was because of her you went, wasn’t it?’




  He hesitated, and this time she did not look at him. She simply sat there, waiting for him to answer. He thought, good God, if I boggle at this, what is the good of my coming at all?

  ‘Well, yes,’ he said, ‘in a way, it was.’




  She nodded. ‘She never wanted you,’ she said. ‘Not as a permanency. She liked having you hanging around, of course. She couldn’t have too much of that. Or too many of

  them, if it comes to that. She didn’t mind who it was. Even brother Jack she had a go at. Mrs. Basset’s boy down at the cottage, and her Mrs. Garstin’s daughter up at the house.

  But Jack was tougher than you were, quite a bit. It took more than Christabel to play him up. He was off and away even before you were. Only I don’t think that was her doing.’




  He looked at her long and fixedly. ‘How do you know, Lizz?’ he said.




  ‘Know what? About Christabel and Jack? Oh – things I noticed. I knew Jack very well, you know, even though he never talked much.’




  He said, ‘I never knew —’ and checked himself, but it was true, up to a point.




  ‘You wouldn’t,’ she said. ‘Trust Christabel. And Jack, if it comes to that.’




  He thought. ‘What about Jack?’ he said. ‘Your mother says you don’t hear from him.’




  ‘Jack’s got away,’ she said. She was quite matter-of-fact about it, as Mrs. Basset had been. ‘It’s better, really. That’s what he always wanted. And things

  are easier without him, let’s face it, much easier.’




  ‘For you, do you mean?’




  ‘Well, for all of us. There was never any peace while he was around. And now John’s got Jack’s room, which keeps Mum happy. And anyway, John’s much more use in the house

  than Jack ever was.’




  He said, ‘Jack wasn’t the only tough one in your family, Lizz.’




  ‘Well,’ she said, ‘Dad was tough. You never knew him. Anyway, I’m not tough. Just realistic. I like people to be happy if it can be managed. And Jack couldn’t stand

  John, not at any price. They couldn’t stand each other. There was no chance of having John in while Jack was around, and Mum was always sweet on him. He’s nice, too, you

  know.’




  ‘Will they marry, do you think?’




  She shrugged. ‘I shouldn’t think so. I think John’s got a wife somewhere, or had. I suppose they could manage it if they wanted to. But why worry?’




  ‘And Christabel’s married the parson?’




  ‘Yes.’ She looked at him, trying to feel her way behind the question, and he looked at her with no expression on his face at all, until she gave it up. ‘Mum thinks it’s

  funny,’ she said. ‘Well, I suppose it is, in a way. But he’s quite something, Mr. Richards is, parson or no parson. I think a lot of women would marry him if they had the chance.

  And it’s all quite fair and above-board. She doesn’t play the parson’s wife at all, and I don’t think he wants her to. He just carries on the way he used to before he was

  married. I mean, so far as the parish is concerned. It seems to work all right.’




  ‘I see. All the same, I wonder why she married him. She could have taken her pick, too, you know, pretty well.’




  ‘All right, I grant you that. I don’t reckon there was anything personal in it, on her side, I mean. But there wasn’t much choice, either. She’d have taken the squire if

  she could, but there wasn’t a squire available, so she took the parson. An attractive parson, mind you, and pretty stinking rich, by all accounts. And she hadn’t much of her own, you

  see – that was the point. The old lady had an income from a trust, but not much of it went to Christabel when she died. It may be fun playing around when you’ve got an indulgent old

  dragon to keep house for you, but not such fun when you’ve got a big old house on your hands and nothing to run it on. The house was Mrs. Garstin’s, and came to her. So what do you do?

  You sell the house and stuff to give yourself a lump of capital, and then find someone else to look after you.’




  Hurst said, ‘You’re very well informed.’




  She shrugged. ‘I work for Morris’s,’ she said. ‘They’re the only solicitors hereabouts.’




  He said, ‘You’re a dangerous woman, Lizz.’ He said it smiling, but she looked at him perfectly seriously.




  ‘Only when I’m interested,’ she said. ‘Most of our business leaves me cold. But I’ve been interested in Christabel for a long time now.’
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