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			CHAPTER ONE

			His Totem, the Fox

			The autumnal dusk was thickening across the valley as Reynard Langrish jumped off the bus from Glamber and began to walk down the lane towards the village. The lane was bordered on one side by a plantation of beeches, between whose straight, slender boles the sunset sky gleamed with a watery brightness; on the other side fields sloped gently down to the valley where, muffled among trees, the village showed indeterminately, hazed with the river mists.

			Across the valley, raised slightly above the level of the other houses, a lighted window shone brightly through the gathering dusk. Reynard observed it with satisfaction, aware that his mother would already be preparing tea and that, in another ten minutes, he himself would enter the sitting-room and be once again absorbed into the placid, fire-lapped comfort of his home. Yet his satisfaction was mitigated by a half-conscious awareness of its falsity; his anxiety to reach home was largely a matter of habit, surviving from an earlier and happier period. Hurrying homeward now, a vague, unwitting reluctance seized upon him and, half-way down the lane, he paused and leaned against a gate leading into the fields. Without wholly admitting it to himself, he had come, lately, to feel an inexplicable dread of his daily homecoming. Before he had been in the house ten minutes, he knew that he would begin to chafe at his mother’s presence, at the warm, confined ambience of the living-room, the familiar objects ranged unalterably in their places. Sooner or later, during the course of the evening, he would be compelled to escape from the house, to walk aimlessly along the deserted lanes and cart-tracks, possessed by a restless craving to be above and beyond the sight and hearing of his home.

			At the bank in Glamber where he worked, the daily routine inhibited this restlessness; he became fully aware of it only in the evenings. Leaning, now, against the gate into the fields, it seemed to him that the very countryside itself was exerting upon him an invisible, indefinable pressure, producing, in his fatigued brain, an intolerable sense of confinement. At the same time, the features of the landscape took on a peculiar appearance of unreality, as though seen through a distorting lens, or reproduced by some inferior photographic process.

			The sensation, unpleasant as it was, caused him no surprise; for some weeks past he had suffered from this disquieting sense of ‘unreality’, and he had already, to some extent, come to terms with it. It was as though he were living under a glass bell, through which he was able to perceive the normal features of the world, but which prohibited him from any direct contact with it. The illusion was strengthened by an actual degeneration, slight but unmistakable, in his sensory perceptions; his sense of smell had become defective – perhaps due to a chronic catarrh – and his hearing, too, was slightly impaired. Accustomed to ill health in recent years (he had been invalided out of the Army during the war, after an attack of rheumatic fever) he had not so far troubled to consult a doctor; there seemed, indeed, no particular reason why he should do so – his symptoms amounted to little more than a feeling of being ‘off colour’; yet he was, in fact, more worried about the state of his health than he liked to admit.

			He fixed his eyes now upon the ground near his feet, where, in the thickening dusk, he could just detect a clump of Herb-Robert, its delicate pink blossoms vaguely defined against the darker mass of leaves. The plant, so familiar, rooted with so natural a grace in the hedge-bank, gave him a certain fleeting solace. As though to confirm his relationship with the exterior world, he pulled out a cigarette and lit it; but the cigarette was tasteless – it was some time now since he had been able to enjoy the flavour of tobacco – and the habitual motions of smoking seemed curiously unreal, as though he were watching somebody performing the action in a jerky, old-fashioned film.

			He raised his eyes once again to the lighted window across the valley; but the last vestiges of his pleasure in the sight had drained away from him, he was aware now only of the intolerable sense of captivity which awaited him in the warm, fire-lit room.

			Abruptly, he flung the tasteless cigarette away, watching it strike the road with a little sputter of sparks. Then, disconsolately, he continued his walk down the hill. As he neared the village, a labourer shuffled by in the half-darkness, and greeted him as he passed:

			‘Evening, Mr Reynard!’

			The use of the Christian name gave him a sudden, ingenuous pleasure, reminding him that he, a bank-clerk, belonged to this countryside, was united to it, even, by the vestiges of a relationship which could almost be termed feudal. Langrishes had owned land here for centuries; his own great-uncle (from whom he inherited the name of Reynard) had lived in the manor-house; within two generations the family had become dispersed – the land was sold up, the sons had gone into business or the Service – but among the older cottagers the feudal tradition survived.

			Reynard stepped out with a sudden briskness, feeling an unaccustomed pride in his forebears, and in the curious name which had descended to him from the last owner of the manor. Reynard – it was the badge of his cunning, a totem-symbol, strengthening him in his guerrilla war against the powers which oppressed him. He crossed the village street, and walked on towards his home with a new confidence – secure in the guardianship of his totem, the fox.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Parted in the Middle

			As he approached his home, the darkness deepened rapidly: a heavy mass of cloud had swept up to the zenith, and large drops of rain began to fall, driving obliquely against his face in the rising south-west wind. In a few moments the wind seemed to reach gale force, tearing through the great chestnuts by the church so that their ancient branches creaked perilously overhead as Reynard passed beneath them. By the time he reached the house it was raining heavily. He pushed open the door and stepped into the warm-lit room; his mother, grey-haired and placid, raised her head, and he leaned over and kissed her without speaking, as was his habit; for Mrs Langrish had for many years now been completely and incurably deaf.

			Calmly, she continued to make preparations for the evening meal: laying out the cold meat, the tea-things, the cutlery, with a deft and silent concentration of purpose. Reynard flung himself into a chair and picked up the day’s paper, his eyes running vaguely over the headlines, scarcely aware of the significance of what he read. The reading of a newspaper had become for him lately an almost intolerable effort; periodically, ashamed of his profound ignorance of current affairs, he would make good resolutions and read The Times from cover to cover: yet an hour afterwards he could hardly have repeated a single item of news. Nor did the house possess a wireless-set, for Mrs Langrish, in her deafness, found the electrical vibrations in some way painful, and Reynard had been only too willing to deprive himself of anything which marred her comfort; wishing only, indeed, that he were able to do more for her in her affliction.

			Putting aside the paper, he glanced aimlessly about the room, noting once again the too-familiar objects ranged with precision in their accustomed places; the Angelica Kaufmann engravings, the Benares brass-ware, the photograph of his father in full-dress uniform . . . With a flicker of interest, he noted one slight change since the previous evening: a beaten-copper pot, which had previously contained Michaelmas daisies, now held a tall, spreading cluster of spindle-berries. In the soft light, the berries glowed with a peculiar intensity, as though illumined from within. Mrs Langrish, seeing her son’s eyes resting upon them, made an obscure, explanatory gesture and smiled briefly.

			‘John Quested brought them in,’ she remarked.

			Presently mother and son sat down in silence to their meal. The wind raged with an increasing violence round the house, and rain spattered viciously against the windows. Before the end of the meal, Reynard felt unbearably restless; aware that it would be foolish to take his usual evening walk in such weather, yet determined, none the less, to escape as soon as possible from the too comfortable room and from the constraint of his mother’s presence. Mrs Langrish, however, ate slowly; and common courtesy demanded that her son should at least wait till she had finished. No sooner had she swallowed her last mouthful, than he began impatiently to clear the table; by the time she herself reached the kitchen, he was already half-way through the washing-up. He completed the task rapidly, signing to her to return to the sitting-room. Following her soon after, he crossed from habit to the piano, sat down, and began at once to play, rather mechanically and without much expression, a Mozart sonata.

			Confined within the prison of her deafness, his mother was yet able to watch, with an expert eye, the motions of his fingers. A proficient pianist herself in past days, she would even on occasion criticize his technique, suggesting that a certain passage should be taken more legato, or that his tempo was at fault. To-night, however, she watched his performance in unbroken silence. Soon he tired of the music, and returned to his chair by the fireside.

			With the physical relaxation, he was aware once again, disquietingly, of the sense of ‘unreality’ which he had experienced during his walk home; an Indian bowl, his father’s photograph, the spindle-berries, seemed to tremble like a mirage upon the verge of dissolution; it was as though his personality – or the sensory images which gave it form and solidity – were undergoing some process of disintegration, as though the several parts of himself lay scattered about the perimeter of a gradually widening circle . . . It seemed to him, moreover (as it had seemed on more than one occasion lately), that unless he made a prodigious effort to draw back within himself these disjecta membra, he would find, too late, that the process had gone beyond his control . . . More than once, too, it had occurred to him to wonder if, after all, his efforts were worth while: was this precious ‘identity’, to which he found himself so tenaciously clinging, of such supreme value after all?

			From habit, he found himself concentrating upon the first object which offered itself to his lazy and unselective vision. On the present occasion, this happened to be the faded image of his father, cheaply framed in passe-partout. He noted, indolently, the drooping Edwardian moustache, the jutting chin, the hand clasping the sword-hilt . . .

			Suddenly, with a clamour that made him spring to his feet, the noise of the front-door bell pealed through the house. Unprecedented at such an hour, and on such a night, the sound penetrated even to the consciousness of Mrs Langrish – or so it seemed to Reynard, though possibly it was his own startled movement that had caught her attention; in either case, her placid face took on a mobility of expression such as it had not displayed throughout the evening. For a moment, mother and son faced one another, their eyes meeting in a sudden communion of shared apprehension. Reynard continued to stand for several seconds, stock still beneath his father’s photograph; he felt an unaccountable temptation to ignore the summons completely, to pretend to his mother that he had started at some imaginary noise. In the same instant he was stricken, more acutely than ever before, with the sense of some vast impending dissolution: it was as though, within his brain, some seismic disturbance was taking place, some revolution of natural forces which he was powerless to resist.

			Unsteadily, as though the very ground were heaving beneath him, he moved to the hallway, switching on the light as he did so. As he crossed the hall, the bell pealed once more, and to its clamour was added a thunderous knocking. Trembling, as if the action were fraught with some immense and world-shaking significance, he lifted the latch of the front door . . .

			Immediately he staggered backwards, with difficulty preventing himself from falling. At the moment of his lifting the latch, a particularly violent gust of wind had hurled itself against the house, and the door, facing its full blast, had swung open with irresistible force. So powerful was the inrush of air that a vase of dahlias on the hall table crashed to the ground, and a straw mat rose from the floor as though possessed of a daemonic life of its own.

			The light streamed out through the open doorway, kindling to a sudden brilliance the sharp, slanting needles of the rain. Against this bright, metallic curtain stood the tall figure of a young man: framed in the narrow doorway, he seemed immense, larger than life – a visionary being conjured out of the night’s wildness. His light-coloured belted mackintosh gleamed with wetness, beads of rain sparkled like diamonds in his blond hair, his cheeks glowed with the vivid, rain-washed brilliance of autumn berries.

			For several moments the two men stood staring at one another, wordlessly. Then, taking sudden command of himself, Reynard took a step backward.

			‘Come in out of the rain,’ he said.

			The stranger proved, after all, to be no daemonic vision, but a perfectly ordinary young man. Yet his first impression lingered oddly in Reynard’s mind, and he was aware of a curious sense of exaltation, mingled with a vague, unformulated fear. This man, he thought, was one who held authority; what kind of authority he could not guess, but he was none the less convinced of the truth of his impression.

			The man stepped forward.

			‘I say, I’m frightfully sorry,’ he stammered, his lips parting in an amiable smile. ‘I’m afraid I’ve lost my way.’

			Once again Reynard met his eyes: gleaming with an extraordinary depth and brilliance, they seemed to reflect all the wild darkness and wetness of the night.

			‘Fact is, I’ve got a car outside,’ the visitor was saying. ‘I was on my way over from Glamber, but I had to go and see a chap up at Stelling Minnis, and I seem to have missed my road. D’you know the old “Dog” at Clambercrown? I must have taken the wrong turning at the cross-roads there . . . I’m on my way to Larchester, actually – got to be there by half-past eight.’

			‘You’ve plenty of time,’ Reynard assured him, his voice sounding a trifle unsteady. ‘Come in.’

			‘But look here, I’m awfully sorry to knock you up like this . . . Fact is, yours seemed to be the only light hereabouts – they must go to bed early in this place. What’s the name of it, by the by?’

			‘This is Priorsholt. You’re only about three miles from Larchester – I can put you on the road. There’s no difficulty, once you know it. Come in and get warm for a moment.’

			‘Honestly, I don’t think I ought to . . .’

			‘Yes, do.’ Reynard spoke with an insistence which surprised himself. Suddenly it seemed important that he should make the stranger’s acquaintance. ‘I should take your mac off,’ he added, hospitably.

			He helped the young man off with his drenched mackintosh, and again, for an instant, their eyes met. Simultaneously, a spark of recognition sprang between then.

			‘Surely, you’re Mr—I mean, Captain Archer,’ Reynard exclaimed, haltingly.

			‘Yes, Archer’s my name – Roy Archer. I’ve seen you somewhere, but I can’t think quite where . . .’

			‘I work in the United Midland at Glamber,’ Reynard explained.

			‘Of course – I knew your face directly you opened the door. Don’t know your name, I’m afraid.’

			Reynard supplied it.

			‘Oh, yes – Langrish,’ the other murmured, eyeing Reynard with a curiously searching expression. His next words were so unexpected that Reynard fancied he must have misheard them: ‘I was expecting to run into you sometime.’

			‘Expecting—?’ Reynard echoed, with surprise.

			‘Oh, well, you know . . .’ Archer’s voice was suddenly vague; he gave a soft, friendly chuckle. ‘You never know, do you?’ he added, rather fatuously. But Reynard had detected a peculiar look of embarrassment in his eyes, as though his words had been spoken unwittingly.

			Reynard led the way into the sitting-room, and rapidly explained to his mother, in the low-pitched tones which she found most easily intelligible, what had happened. Introductions were performed: Roy Archer greeted his hostess with tact and self-possession, but Mrs Langrish, with the unpredictableness of the very deaf, had relapsed into one of those moods in which she seemed more cut off than usual from the outside world, and hardly appeared to be aware of the visitor’s presence.

			‘My mother is very deaf,’ Reynard explained, ‘but don’t try and shout – she can understand lip movements best.’

			He went to the sideboard, and brought out a bottle of sherry (kept for ceremonial occasions) and three glasses. He found that his hands were trembling as he poured out the wine. The odd sense of exaltation which the apparition of Roy Archer had produced in him persisted; he was aware, moreover, though he told himself that it was absurd, of some lurking element of danger in their encounter – a danger indefinable yet strangely disturbing.

			‘I say, this is jolly nice, of you,’ the visitor exclaimed, as Reynard handed him the sherry. ‘It’s a rotten night outside – I nearly got blown into the ditch, up on the downs. D’you know that bit of road up by the Roman Camp?’

			Reynard nodded.

			‘Well, you get the full force of the gale there – the old bus nearly tipped over. I ought to have known better than to come that way – it’s a bit of road I know pretty well, too.’

			‘The camp isn’t Roman, really,’ Reynard said, for the sake of conversation.

			‘No, I know it’s not. They call it that, though. It’s probably Danish or Saxon.’

			‘British,’ Reynard countered.

			The other man’s eyes met his.

			‘Interested in that sort of thing?’

			‘Yes, I’ve done a bit in that line,’ Reynard admitted.

			Archer turned back to his hostess and, as he spoke to her, Reynard studied him with a close interest. Tall, athletically built, he was obviously immensely strong, though his gentle movements and restrained manner seemed designed to disguise the fact. This dormant strength of body was reflected in the set of his features: his long-boned, rather predatory face wore habitually an expression of rather incongruous gentleness. His lips, beneath a small blond moustache, were parted even now in a smile of almost feminine amiability; yet one had the impression that those same lips would not, on other occasions, be wanting in firmness and decision. His hair, still gleaming with raindrops, was noticeable: of a light straw colour, and inclined to curl, it was cropped extremely short, and parted in the middle.

			Presently Archer rose to go.

			‘We’ll be seeing some more of each other,’ he remarked quietly, with the air of one stating a self-evident and incontrovertible fact.

			Once again Reynard felt the strange uprush of emotion which had overtaken him at the moment of Archer’s arrival.

			‘I’m sorry you’ve got to go,’ he said.

			‘Yes – fact is, I’ve promised to look in at a boxing tournament – some of our lads from the regiment are performing. Don’t know if you’re interested, but one of ’em – Spike Mandeville, our prize heavyweight – he’s a lovely fighter, really worth looking at . . . Hullo!’ he broke off, suddenly catching sight of the photograph of Reynard’s father. ‘I say, don’t think me frightfully rude, but was he any relation of yours?’

			‘My father.’

			‘Good Lord, yes – why, I can remember him when I first joined the regiment. Of course, he’d been retired for a long time, but he was a pal of the present colonel, you know, and we used to see something of him.’

			He turned to Mrs Langrish and repeated to her, as well as he could, what he had just been saying. Then, turning back to Reynard, he grinned at him amiably.

			‘Of course,’ he muttered, ‘that’s why the C.O. was so keen on our – I mean, my . . .’ He broke off, and once again, puzzled, Reynard perceived the tinge of embarrassment in his face, as though his last words had been ill-judged. ‘Well, well,’ he said, with a sudden assumption of heartiness, ‘mustn’t keep you standing around. If you wouldn’t mind just showing me the way . . .’

			‘I’ll come a bit of the way with you, if you like,’ Reynard offered, ‘and put you on the right road.’

			‘No, no – I couldn’t let you do that.’

			‘I’d like to,’ Reynard insisted. ‘I usually go out for a breath of air about this time. The rain’s stopped, too, by the sound of it.’

			‘Well, that’s uncommonly decent of you. I suppose . . .’ he paused, and fixed Reynard with his bright, rain-dark eyes, ‘. . . I suppose you wouldn’t care to run into the town and have a look at the boxing?’

			Reynard’s heart leapt; a suddenly inexplicable happiness overcame him. His eyes met those of his new friend, and silently he gave his assent.

			‘If you’re sure your mother’ll be all right,’ Archer said quietly.

			Reynard, leaning over his mother’s chair, explained rapidly that he would be going out for an hour or two, and asked her not to wait up. Mrs Langrish nodded placidly: she was not a nervous woman, and was accustomed to being left alone.

			The two men left the house. Outside the wind had dropped, and a soft rain was falling. A dog barked in the valley, and from far away, over towards Glamber, came the faint sound of a bugle.

			Reynard listened to the sound with some surprise.

			‘I’ve never heard bugles from here before,’ he remarked.

			‘Haven’t you?’ Archer queried, holding the car door open for him.

			‘You could hardly hear them all the way from Glamber.’

			‘How do you know that’s coming from Glamber?’

			‘Well, there are no soldiers nearer than that, so far as I know.’

			‘I daresay you’re right,’ the other replied, with what seemed to Reynard a curiously off-hand air. ‘Never mind, anyway. Jump in – we’re late already.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Not Marked on the Ordnance Map

			The boxing tournament was held in the town’s Territorial drill-hall. Reynard and his friend occupied ring-side seats: the boxing had already begun when they arrived, but the chief items of interest, Archer assured him, were yet to come.

			For Reynard, the experience was something of a novelty: he had hardly ever attended a boxing match before, and knew very little about it. He found himself, however, before long entirely absorbed in the spectacle. Beneath the brilliant lights the naked figures advanced and retreated, grappling, feinting, lunging; now balanced in a statuesque immobility, now galvanized into a sudden frenzy of violence. The crowd cheered, the smoke-laden atmosphere grew thicker; the fighting, so it seemed to Reynard, became more violent with each successive bout. His own excitement grew with that of the crowd; had it occurred to him to think of it, he would hardly have recognized in himself the Reynard Langrish who, on this very same evening, only a few hours ago, had been torturing himself with fears of ‘dissolution’, or of the loss of what he believed to be his ‘identity’ . . .

			In one of the brief intervals he turned to Archer with a sudden impulse of gratitude.

			‘It was awfully good of you to bring me,’ he said.

			‘Only too pleased,’ Archer replied, with an amiable grin.

			Looking round the crowded hall, Reynard had a curious impression that the packed audience was united by some deep and unadmitted bond which he couldn’t identify – something, it seemed, other than a mere interest in the boxing. He mentioned this impression to his companion, who looked at him sharply, and then smiled.

			‘You’re learning things to-night, aren’t you?’ he chuckled. Then, since the next fight was about to begin, he turned back to the ring, leaving Reynard, not for the first time that evening, slightly puzzled.

			Presently it was the turn of Spike Mandeville, the man from Archer’s regiment. He was matched against a famous local heavyweight: the fight promised to be the star performance of the evening.

			Spike Mandeville was a thick-set, heavily muscled man of about thirty, sandy-haired, red-faced, with a tooth or two missing. He looked a typical prizefighter of the old school. His opponent was taller, less heavily built, a dark-haired, dark-skinned man from one of the local collieries.

			During the first round both men sparred cautiously: the miner seemed nervous. In the second round the soldier went in to the attack, landing a series of well-placed punches on the other’s body. Spurred into action at last, the miner led off fiercely in the third round, and the soldier’s smooth white skin was soon patched with angry red. His face an expressionless mask, Spike was biding his time.

			‘You wait,’ muttered Archer between rounds. ‘You wait till he springs that left hook of his . . . There you are, I told you so! Oh, good man! Look at that! He’s down! He’s had it!’

			The crowd roared; flail-like, the referee’s hand marked the count – five, six, seven . . . The miner was up again, his face bleeding, his dark matted hair dangling over his eyes. Attacking with a fierce desperation, he bludgeoned his way through the soldier’s defence, and brought home a punch or two at Spike’s head. It was evident, however, that the miner was finished – or very nearly so. Spike seemed to be playing with him, cat-like: the comedy continued almost till the end of the round, when suddenly, as though tiring of his game, the soldier planted a straight left at the miner’s chin. A howl rose from the crowd; once again the miner lay prone, his chest heaving, his dark hair tumbled over his bruised, bleeding face. The flail-like beats knelled his defeat: Spike, his arm raised, faced the crowd. Watching him, Reynard noticed, with an odd sense that the detail was in some way significant, the design tattooed on his forearm: a red and blue snake curled about a naked sword.

			After the boxing Archer suggested a drink at a pub nearby.

			Unusually elated by the evening’s entertainment, Reynard soon found the beer going to his head. He had become unaccustomed to alcohol of late, and perhaps the nervous tension of the last weeks had made him more liable to feel its effects. At all events, he found himself talking to his new friend with a fluency which surprised himself. He had already thanked Roy – whom he now called by his Christian name – half a dozen times for his kindness in bringing him; he now proceeded to do so all over again.

			‘Glad you enjoyed it,’ Roy replied, as equably as ever. ‘You must come along some other night . . . I suppose,’ he said, changing his tone, ‘I suppose you saw some service – in the war, I mean?’

			Reynard nodded.

			‘Army?’

			‘Oh, yes, the Army. I was in the—shires. I – I didn’t have a commission, you know. I was in the ranks.’

			Roy nodded.

			‘Yes, I know,’ he muttered. ‘I mean –’ he grinned pleasantly, ‘– well, you know what I mean. Better off as an other rank, really.’

			Puzzled once again by Roy’s manner, and made bold by the beer he had drunk, Reynard decided to risk a direct question.

			‘I wish you’d tell me,’ he said, ‘what you meant earlier on to-night – just as we were leaving the house.’

			‘Yes? What did I say?’ Roy’s smile was almost fatuous in its complacency. ‘Nothing rude, I hope?’

			‘No, it was something you said – about the C.O. – about you and I being—’

			‘Yes? It sounds fairly harmless, anyway. But what exactly did I say? I can’t remember, for the life of me.’

			‘Something about the C.O. saying that you and I . . .’ Reynard stopped, perplexedly; Roy’s odd remark had haunted his mind the whole evening; he had tried already, on several occasions, to summon the courage to ask what he had meant by it; and now that the moment had come, his memory failed him entirely. Rack his brains as he might, Roy’s puzzling words escaped him. Perhaps, after all, he had never really uttered them; probably he had said some-thing quite ordinary, and he, Reynard, had entirely misunderstood him . . .

			Aware that Roy must think his behaviour foolish, he shook his head and gave a sudden laugh.

			‘I’m damned if I can remember now,’ he said.

			Roy chuckled.

			‘It couldn’t have been anything very important, in that case,’ he said. Smiling still, he was regarding Reynard, none the less, with a singular intentness. Presently his gaze shifted, and Reynard, following the direction of his eyes, saw that they were fixed upon a man who had just walked up to the counter. The man was in shirt-sleeves, and his arms were elaborately tattooed.

			‘Ever had it done?’ Roy asked suddenly, in a low voice.

			Reynard started.

			‘Ever had what done?’ he queried.

			Roy nodded towards the man at the counter.

			‘Tattooing – like that bloke there,’ he explained.

			‘Good heavens, no. Why ever should I?’ Even as he spoke, Reynard remembered with a singular clarity the design on the arm of Spike Mandeville, the boxer, which he had noticed at the end of the fight: a snake wreathed about a sword.

			‘Oh, I dunno – lots of blokes have it done.’ Roy paused for a moment, then said casually: ‘Ever think of signing on again?’

			‘In the Army? No, I certainly haven’t thought of it.’ Reynard was aware that his voice sounded exaggeratedly loud: the beer had undoubtedly gone to his head – he would have to be careful.

			‘You might do worse, you know,’ Roy suggested.

			‘But I was invalided out last time,’ Reynard explained. ‘I had rheumatic fever.’

			‘Yes, I know . . . I mean I understand that; I see your point – but you’re quite fit again now, aren’t you?’

			‘Oh, well, I suppose so – yes, I’m pretty fit on the whole.’

			Roy ordered another couple of pints.

			‘I’ll be tight,’ Reynard exclaimed, speaking, as he was uncomfortably aware, a little too loudly.

			‘Won’t hurt you once in a while,’ Roy paid for the beer, and handed his mug to Reynard. ‘But we’ll have to get you fit again, you know, if you’re coming back to us,’ he said, his voice suddenly serious.

			Reynard stared at him in astonishment. ‘But I’m not coming back!’ he exclaimed, stung to a sudden irritation, and speaking almost angrily.

			Roy laughed.

			‘All right, old boy – don’t lose your wool. I only meant – oh, well, you know,’ and the bony, predatory face was once again wreathed in amiable smiles.

			‘But I don’t know – I’ve not the least idea what you’re getting at,’ Reynard retorted. Baffled and irritated by Roy’s behaviour, he wondered vaguely what could be the cause of it: was the man merely being incoherent and silly, or had his words any hidden meaning?

			‘What I mean is –’ Roy was still fumbling over his words – ‘it only struck me that you were probably rather keen on the Service, and – well, the point is—’

			‘But I don’t . . .’ Reynard began again, and broke off as a young man entered the bar and loudly accosted Roy. The newcomer and Reynard were rapidly introduced – too rapidly for Reynard to catch the name, but he inferred, rightly as it happened, that the young man was a subaltern in Roy’s regiment. He, too, had attended the boxing tournament, and the conversation for the next few minutes became entirely technical. Reynard, in whom the beer had induced a mood of placid tolerance, listened in silence. The young officer was a short, thick-set man, with firm, rather severe features and a small black moustache. Reynard noticed that his dark hair was parted, like Roy Archer’s, in the middle: a curious coincidence nowadays, when such a coiffure was rather unfashionable. Presently the two men’s talk switched to Army ‘shop’: Reynard, eavesdropping without much interest, caught references to some training operation, and noticed that Roy (for the second time that evening) mentioned ‘The Dog’ at Clambercrown, a long disused public house in the remote country beyond Priorsholt. Some detachment, it appeared, was stationed there for a period of intensive training . . . The curious name stirred in Reynard a vague childhood memory: he remembered how, on a number of occasions, he had tried to find the place, wandering for whole days at a time over the lonely, wooded hills, but without success. The inn called ‘The Dog’ had been long untenanted, even at that date; and the name, Clambercrown, seemed to be the vaguest of indications, referring to nothing so definite as a village or hamlet, but merely to an ill-defined woodland district, never delimited, not marked on the ordnance map. It was odd, Reynard thought, that ‘The Dog at Clambercrown’ should have survived as a landmark for Army manoeuvres.



OEBPS/image/97815098558581.jpg





OEBPS/image/9781509855858.jpg





OEBPS/image/Bello_logo.png





