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      Chapter One

    


    Edward Latimer looked an odd figure as he pottered down his garden path on that lovely Saturday afternoon in June. He was a tall, spindly man of sixty with a slight stoop. All his clothes had a downward sag, as though there were not enough flesh on his bony frame to support them. From his sloping shoulders hung a black alpaca jacket, the pockets weighed down with pliers and screws and other oddments. Three inches of sock gaped between the turn-ups of his trousers and his shoes. On his head he wore a schoolgirl’s panama hat which he had bought for sixpence at a jumble sale. He had been advised to wear a hat in the garden after a bad attack of sunstroke the previous summer, and this was the hat he had personally chosen.


    As he stopped to level out a molehill with the rake he was carrying, the bushes beside his boundary fence suddenly parted and a small face appeared in the gap. Its expression was woe-begone, and down each grubby cheek was a channel where tears had recently coursed.


    “Hallo, Mr. Latimer,” the child said, and sniffed.


    “Hallo, Carol Anne,” said Edward. He saw that one of the little girl’s knees was bandaged with a handkerchief. “Well, and what have you been doing to yourself?”


    “I fell off my swing.” The five-year-old clambered through the wire to show off the damage. Under her arm was a doll which, with its rosy cheeks, china blue eyes and flaxen hair, was almost a miniature of herself.


    “Dear me!” Edward inspected the knee. “Well, you know, I don’t think that’s much to cry about, do you? How about a sweetie?—do you think that would help to make it better?”


    “Yes, it would.”


    Edward fumbled in one of his pockets and produced a wrapped bull’s-eye from among the screws. “You’ll have to be more careful with your swing in future, won’t you?”


    “I was being more careful in future,” said Carol Anne. She put the bull’s-eye into her mouth and switched it from cheek to cheek until it was comfortably lodged. Then she fixed a hypnotic gaze on Edward. “Mummy says I can play,” she announced.


    “I’ve got to go and meet a train,” Edward said. “I can’t play for long.”


    “You can play for a little, though,” she persisted.


    “Well, a very little. Now let me see—” He looked around the garden for inspiration. “I know—suppose we make a swing for your dolly?”


    “Oh, yes, let’s. Charlotte would love that.” Carol Anne fell in happily behind him as he led the way down to the shed to look for raw materials. “Where will we make the swing?”


    “In the wood. We’ll find a tree with a nice low bough.”


    They pushed through the undergrowth and stopped in a mossy clearing. In a few moments Edward had suspended a small piece of plywood on two long strings and had tied the doll’s hands to the strings so that it couldn’t fall off. He gave the swing a gentle push.


    “It’s lovely,” said Carol Anne, capering. “Let me.”


    Edward seated himself on a log in the dappled shade and removed his hat. At once, his appearance was transformed. Instead of looking bizarre, he looked impressive, almost noble. He was quite bald, except for a tonsure of thin grey hair, but he had a high benevolent forehead and a beautifully shaped head. His greeny-brown eyes twinkled with quiet humour behind his horn-rimmed glasses.


    Carol Anne, her short blue frock swinging with the vehemence of her movements, scolded and instructed her doll in complete absorption. Edward scraped away some dead leaves for the friendly robin that always followed him about when he had a rake in his hand. His face wore an expression of deep contentment.


    Presently he realised that Carol Anne had stopped chattering and was doing something to the string. A moment later the doll pitched forward and fell to the ground.


    “Charlotte’s hurt herself,” said Carol Anne with satisfaction.


    Edward took his cue and gave what he believed to be a whimper.


    “She is a cry-baby,” said Carol Anne delightedly. “She’s not really hurt, is she?”


    “Of course, she’s not—just a little cut on the knee. Look, I’ll wrap my handkerchief round it.”


    “Then it won’t bleed, will it?” There was the sound of a bull’s-eye being rapidly dispatched. “Wouldn’t she feel better if she had a sweetie?”


    As Edward smilingly fumbled among the screws again there was a call from the direction of the house. “That’s Trudie,” he said, giving Carol Anne her sweet. “I expect it’s time for me to go.”


    The little girl put her hand in his and they walked up the path together. “We can give my dolly another swing tomorrow, can’t we?”


    “We’ll see,” said Edward, holding the wire for her to get under. “’Bye, ’bye.” He waved, shouldered the rake, and slowly made his way to the cottage.


    His daughter Gertrude was sitting in a deck chair on the lawn, reading a novel. She was a plump spinster of thirty, with a shiny red face and straight bobbed hair. For the past ten years, since the death of Mrs. Latimer, she had kept house for her father, and she seemed perfectly content to go on doing so.


    She looked up as she heard his step. “You’ll have to hurry, Daddy, you’ll be late.”


    “They’ll wait for me,” said Edward, who never hurried. “Anyhow, the train’s never punctual.”


    “You’re not going out like that, are you?”


    He looked down at his clothes in surprise. “Why not? I’m quite presentable.”


    “You look a freak in that hat. You don’t want to give Hugh’s fiancée a bad first impression.”


    “It’s not me she’s marrying,” Edward said. “Put the kettle on—we shan’t be long.”


    He backed the car out cautiously. It was an old box-shaped car, the oldest for miles around, and Edward, who had an unmechanical mind, was a little afraid of it. It wasn’t true, as Hugh sometimes asserted, that he made a practice of putting the handbrake on when he was going uphill in case the engine stalled and the car ran backwards, but it was true that he was never quite sure whether he or the car was the master. However, he made up in care what he lacked in confidence. He had strong views about the toll of the roads, on which he had written many letters to the Press, and as a magistrate he liked to set a good example.


    Steepleford station was a mile from Lavender Cottage and the route lay through the village. On the way, Edward was stopped by the local constable, who was bicycling to the house with papers for him to sign. Even so, he arrived just before the train drew in. He wandered into the ticket office to see if an expected parcel had arrived and was still grubbing about among the packages when he heard the sounds of people alighting and a peculiar snatch of conversation outside.


    “But it’s so slipshod to say ‘pale as the underbelly of a fish,’ ” came a girl’s voice. “I’ve known fish with black bellies.”


    And then Hugh’s voice, bantering as usual, “You’ve known some pretty queer fish!”


    Edward chuckled and followed them out.


    “Oh, hallo, Dad. There you are.” Edward’s younger son was tall, like his father, but much more solidly built. He wore his thick brown hair rather long and loose and looked young for his twenty-seven years. His eyes were like Edward’s, with a mischievous glint. “Come and meet Cynthia.”


    Edward shook hands, smiling down at the girl. She was dark and slim, cool-looking in a pale linen frock, and pleasantly self-possessed. A marked improvement, he decided, on most of the others Hugh had brought down.


    “Did you have a tolerable journey?” he asked politely.


    “Very tolerable, thank you. Hugh kept saying the train would break down, but nothing happened. I like your railway—it’s got personality.”


    “We call it the Cuckoo Line,” Edward said. “I’m afraid it has more personality than passengers. They do talk of closing down this single-track bit.”


    “They won’t, though,” said Hugh. “The customers may be few but they’re classy. V. I. P. s in every village. Director of the Bank of England, famous surgeon, film star—why, even the Attorney-General has a week-end house along the line.” He helped Cynthia into the front seat and climbed up into the back. “Okay, Dad, what are we waiting for? Want some help with the gear lever?”


    “I think I can manage,” said Edward with dignity.


    “When Dad first learned to drive,” Hugh said, leaning forward so that he could talk to Cynthia, “Quentin used to sit beside him and change gear for him whenever they came to a hill. It was quite a drill—‘clutch down, clutch up—right!’ and away they went. Good team work! Dad’s an expert now, though—he’s known around here as the ‘Steepleford Flyer.’ ”


    Edward smiled at Cynthia. “I hope you don’t mind my hat?” he said.


    “Why, no—it’s most original.”


    “He used to wear a ribbon with it,” put in Hugh, “but the headmistress of the High School made him take it off.… I say. Dad, look out!”


    They had reached the village, and on the corner a strange figure in shorts and a beret had turned the front wheel of a bicycle across the path of the car. Edward came to a convulsive stop and pressed the hooter, which failed to work. He leaned out and called in a tone of gentle remonstrance, “Out of the way, sonny!” The figure turned, and proved to be an elderly gentleman with a beard. Hugh collapsed in laughter. “Oh, Dad, you’ll be the death of me.”


    Edward drove on imperturbably and in a few minutes they were safely back at the cottage. Trudie came forward to greet them. She gave Hugh an enveloping hug and then, impulsively, kissed Cynthia too. She had had one unhappy love affair years ago and had been slightly gushing ever since.


    Hugh said, “Still slimming, Trudie?” He watched his large sister take Cynthia up to her room and then strolled on to the lawn with Edward.


    “What do you think of her, Dad?” he asked eagerly.


    Edward smiled. “Give me a chance.”


    “You’ll like her, I know you will, She’s absolutely marvellous.”


    “This is the Real Thing, is it? No more flitting from flower to flower?”


    “Definitely not. We want to get married pretty well right away.”


    Edward nodded. “On general grounds, I think it’s time you did.”


    There were sounds of animated voices from the house and a moment later Cynthia reappeared, with Trudie close behind her.


    “What a wonderful view!” Cynthia exclaimed, gazing out over the long grassy slope that ended in marshes and a glint of water. “Is that the river Hugh talks about?”


    “Yes, that’s the Broadwater,” said Edward. “It doesn’t look much now, but it’s quite a sheet when the tide’s right in.… Would you care to come down and see the garden such as it is?”


    “I’d love to.”


    “Then I suggest Hugh helps Trudie to get the tea.”


    “Oh, I say …! You’re not trying to cut me out, Dad, are you?”


    “You’re not interested in the garden. You never were.”


    Hugh grinned. “I had too much of it when I was young. Don’t you remember how you used to mobilise us? ‘Now we’ll all of us put in a good hard day to-day,’ you used to say. Then before we knew where we were, Quentin and I were digging like navvies while you were having fun with a bonfire!”


    “Tea!” repeated Edward. He took Cynthia’s arm and escorted her down the path. “I’m afraid you won’t find it the usual type of garden,” he told her. “I tried to grow things at first but the place was always on top of me and the rabbits used to eat everything, so I decided to let it go back to its natural state.”


    “It’s lovely,” said Cynthia. “Almost like a piece of parkland.”


    “I like it. I don’t know anything more attractive than well-tended grass and wild flowers. The primroses on that bank are a picture in the spring, and the woods are a carpet of bluebells.”


    He steered her round a sunken patch in which spiky green bulrushes were growing strongly. “This is the water garden. I didn’t make it, it just happened. Everyone says it’s the place where next door’s bath water collects, but the kingcups don’t seem to mind. The waterlilies are coming along nicely, too. Of course, you’ve missed the bulbs, you’ll have to see them next year.… How do you like my compost heap?” He plunged a hand proudly into a great pile of grass clippings, pulled it out brown and sticky, and wiped it on his trousers.


    “Why, it’s quite hot,” said Cynthia.


    “Oh, yes, it has to be hot. Then it rots down, and when it’s ready I spread it over the turf.… So you’re not a country girl?”


    “I’m afraid not,” she said. “Do I sound terribly ignorant? I was born in London and I’ve lived there all my life.”


    “I expect you like it, then?”


    “Very much.”


    “I can’t say I do. I have to visit it every week or so, but it’s always a penance. Hugh, now, prefers to live in the city—he thinks of the country merely as a playground. That’s very natural in a young man—he likes to be at the centre of things, of course, and I suppose he has to meet people if he wants to be an author.”


    “He is an author,” Cynthia said.


    “ Oh, I know he’s written two books, but I gather he wants to live by authorship. I wanted to do that myself when I was younger, but I didn’t have the background or the training or—I suppose—the talent. Hugh has all three—I think he may do well.”


    “I’m sure he will.”


    Edward’s gaze rested for a moment on the girl’s attractive, intelligent face and a glow of happiness warmed him. “Well, don’t let him give up his job too soon. I know he finds financial journalism dull, but a cheque at the end of each month is a good thing to have when you’re just married.” He smiled. “Hugh seems to think he is going to marry you—I hope it’s your idea, too? He does sometimes exaggerate.”


    “This time he hasn’t.”


    “Well, I’m glad—and I hope you’ll both be very happy. He’s told me quite a lot about you—the Build-Up, he called it.… Will you go on with your job, do you think?”


    “For a while, yes.”


    Edward nodded. “I know the man you work for. He and I got into Parliament in the same year. But he stayed there and I didn’t. There wasn’t much security of tenure for a Liberal, even in those days.”


    “You had bad luck. Hugh said you ought to have got in five years earlier but that you were late with your nomination papers or something.”


    “That’s so, but it wasn’t bad luck—it was carelessness. I got the hours wrong and turned up with my papers five minutes after closing time and the Returning Officer couldn’t accept them. It was very disappointing at the time.”


    “What an understatement! It must have been a terrible blow.”


    “It was a bad let-down for my supporters—I’ve never quite forgiven myself … Someone sent me a postcard the next day addressed to ‘The Late Liberal Candidate.’ ”


    “Oh, how mean!”


    Edward smiled. “It must have been irresistible.”


    A halloo from the house told them that tea was ready and they made their way back. By now Hugh and Trudie had been joined on the lawn by another figure.


    “This is brother Quentin,” said Hugh. “He’s the respectable member of the family—a lawyer, so watch your step! He’s promised to be my best man. Quent, this is Cynthia.”


    Quentin gave her a cordial handshake. He was nearly forty, broader and stockier than Hugh and more deliberate in his movements. By comparison with the rest of the family he looked immaculate in his silver-grey flannels and dark blazer.


    “It’s a big risk you’re going to take,” he told Cynthia. “Are you sure he can support you?”


    “Atlas is my second name,” said Hugh.


    “Besides,” said Cynthia, “we’re going to sell a lot of books—one day.”


    “I’m told you help to write them.”


    Cynthia laughed and shook her head. “I dress the heroines in the clothes I can’t afford myself—that’s about all.”


    “Nonsense,” said Hugh. “She’s my critic and literary conscience. She reads the rough drafts with an expression half-way between incredulity and nausea and then tells me exactly where I’ve gone wrong.”


    “It sounds a full-time job,” said Quentin. “By the way, Hugh, I noticed the Gazette had a review of that last one.”


    Hugh grimaced. “Not so hot, was it? ‘Just possible on a very wet day!’ Those chaps are certainly hard to please. If you plunge straight into the murder they say the story starts well but tails off. If you keep the fireworks until the end they say it’s a slow beginning. If it starts well and finishes well they say it sags in the middle. Difficult!”


    “Why not keep the tension up all the way through?”


    “Then it’s melodramatic,” said Cynthia.


    Trudie looked admiringly at her prospective sister-in-law. “Well, I just don’t know how you do it. Are you working on a story now?”


    “We’ve just finished one, but there’s not enough verbiage—we’ve got to find another ten thousand words from somewhere.”


    “We could make all the characters stammer, of course,” said Hugh.


    Quentin’s expression was faintly disapproving. “Well, I trust you won’t both starve in a garret. Why don’t you take your job seriously, Hugh, and make some money? Then you could afford this literary luxury.”


    “What I want to hear,” said Trudie, who had by now absorbed every detail of Cynthia’s appearance, “is how you two met.”


    “The usual way,” said Hugh promptly. “She picked me up at a bus stop.”


    “Hugh!”


    “Well, it wasn’t romantic, anyway, Trudie—sorry to disappoint you. If you must know, it was at a National Savings Rally. I was reporting it and Cynthia’s boss was one of the speakers and we were so deeply moved by his eloquence that we decided to save together …” He passed a bowl of salad to Cynthia, inspecting it closely en route. “What, no dandelion leaves? Dad, you’re slipping.”


    Edward absent-mindedly sugared his tea twice. “Dandelion leaves are very good for the blood,” he said.


    “Yes, but you have to have blood to do good to. Dad’s practically herbivorous, Cynthia. Lives off the plants in the garden. Of course, he hasn’t much choice with only Trudie to look after him.”


    “You horror!” said Trudie without heat.


    “No, seriously, Cynthia,” Hugh went on, “if you ever feel in need of a pick-me-up just pop down here and Dad’ll be glad to fix you up with some herbal pills. He’s a wizard at simple domestic remedies—you should get him to show you his collection of little bottles. That reminds me, Dad, what’s the stuff in the big saucepan in the kitchen?”


    “It’s not ‘stuff,’ ” said Edward. “It’s wild strawberry jam.”


    “It looks positively ferocious to me. I say, Quent, do you remember the tomato ketchup …?”


    Quentin’s rather solemn face relaxed into a grin and Trudie smiled and Hugh went off into a peal of laughter.


    “I trust you’re all enjoying yourselves,” said Edward blandly.


    Hugh put a clutching hand on Cynthia’s knee. “We came into the kitchen one day,” he said, “and there was Dad in an apron standing over the stove in a cloud of blue smoke, reciting some incantation, and stirring a dark green concoction that smelt like rotted seaweed and when we asked him what it was, he said it was … ketchup!”


    “It was an old recipe,” said Edward.


    “It was too old,” murmured Hugh, wiping his eyes.


    Cynthia gave him an amused glance. This was Hugh in an unfamiliar light—he wasn’t usually so frivolous.


    “Father likes to experiment,” said Quentin. “Remember the milk bar, Hugh …?”


    “Now really …!” Edward remonstrated.


    Hugh took up the tale again. “It was after he lost his seat, Cynthia. He wanted to make some money so he rented a milk bar—in Skegness, of all places!—and he was going to put his political agent in as manager and I went up there one day and they were living in a caravan in the sandhills like Robinson Crusoe and Man Friday and they were painting fifty-two high stools a bright orange …”


    “Go on,” urged Cynthia as he broke off with a guffaw.


    “That’s all! It was a wonderful summer and hundreds of thousands of people went to Skegness and they were all in such a hurry to get to the beach they dashed by and never even noticed the place.”


    “Well, it was very courageous to try,” said Cynthia.


    “Thank you, my dear,” said Edward. “I’m glad there’s going to be one member of my family who appreciates me.”


    “Trudie was looking at her watch. “It’s time for the news, Daddy.”


    Edward got to his feet. “If you’ll excuse me,” he said, and went indoors, groping in his pocket for a stub of pencil.


    Trudie had also risen, heaving herself out of her deck chair with ungainly movements. “If you two would like to go off by yourselves,” she said to Cynthia pointedly, “you can, you know. Quentin will help me with the washing up.”


    “There’s no need to be coy,” Hugh said, “but it’s not a bad idea, all the same. What about having a look at the boat, Cynthia?”


    “You ought to put on some old clothes first,” Quentin warned her. “I only saw Hugh’s boat once, but it looked like something that had crawled up out of the primeval slime.”


    “Ignore him,” said Hugh. “He’s a landlubber. I’m afraid there won’t be enough water to sail, darling, but we can give her the once-over and take her out to-morrow. Can we borrow your car, Quent?”


    “I suppose so, you spoiled young devil.”


    “We’ll be back before dark. Okay, Cynthia, I’m ready when you are.”


    Fifteen minutes later they were standing beside the Broadwater and Cynthia was gazing with slightly dubious fascination at a scene that was quite novel to her. All the water in the channel had ebbed away, and the “river” now consisted of a basin of shining mud that hissed and popped as though it were alive. Skirting the mud on both sides were broad stretches of grey-green saltings, cut by a tracery of rills and creeks. Beyond the saltings were the two grass-grown sea walls that kept the high tides within bounds. Boats of every size and description, many of them leaning at sharp angles, were dotted about in the mud, giving the place an untidy and somewhat derelict appearance. There were two small boat yards near the road, and beside one of them lay an old light vessel which the sailing enthusiasts of Steepleford used as a yacht club headquarters.


    “That’s Water Baby,” said Hugh, pointing across the brown expanse to where, fifty yards away, a tubby little sixteen-footer sat almost upright in the mud.


    Cynthia’s face registered both pleasure and misgiving. “How do we get there?”


    “Walk, I’m afraid. Let’s go and find Frank and see if he can lend you some Wellingtons. He usually has some spares around.”


    They crossed a mosaic of hard cracked earth and approached a large house-boat which served as the workshop for the more modest of the two yards. As they picked their way through dinghies and old anchors and rusty bits of metal, Frank Hillyer appeared from an inner room with a file in his hand. He was a little older than Hugh; a lean, deeply bronzed man with blue eyes and a quiet, friendly manner. He and Hugh had been cronies for years.


    A slow grin spread across his face as he shook hands with Cynthia and the glance he exchanged with Hugh was almost conspiratorial. “Come for your baptism? I think I can fix you up.” He went inside to get the boots, and Cynthia caught a glimpse of a camp bed.”


    “Does he live in his workshop?” she asked Hugh.


    “Not all the time, but he often spends whole nights here when the tides are high, tending ropes and seeing that everything’s all right. It’s a big responsibility running a one-man boat yard and he’s got a lot of craft to look after. He’s quite the busiest man on the Hard.”


    “That what?”


    “The Hard, darling. That’s what this place is called—Steepleford Hard.”


    Cynthia looked round at the sea of mud. “Of course—silly of me!”


    She took off her shoes and pushed her feet into the Wellingtons that Frank had found for her. “All right,” she said with the courage of ignorance, “I’m ready.”


    As they stumped towards the edge of the mud, someone hailed them from a big ketch that was held with ropes against the steep-to bank of the saltings. Hugh waved cheerily.


    “That’s Flavia,” he told Cynthia. “One of the landmarks here. She’s owned by a fat man named Briggs and a thin man named Storey. Frank calls them Fat Barnacle and Thin Barnacle.”


    “Why ‘barnacle?’ ”


    “They can’t prise themselves away from this spot. They used to do pretty ambitious cruises but the war set them back and now they can’t seem to get away. They come down regularly every week-end, summer after summer, working like slaves to prepare Flavia for sea, and every year she gets a bit shabbier and they get a bit older.”


    “What a shame!”


    “Yes, it’s rather pathetic in a way. She’s too big for them, actually, and painting and scraping her is like working on the Forth Bridge—no sooner done than they have to start all over again. Mrs. Briggs gets very fed up—at least, she pretends to. I think she has fun really. Right, let’s go. Take my hand.”


    He plunged into the sepia mud, drawing Cynthia after him. At once they were calf-deep. With each step the suction threatened to drag the boots from their feet. Once or twice Cynthia staggered in her efforts to extricate herself and would have fallen but for Hugh’s tight grip.


    “Are you sure it’s safe?” she asked, glancing apprehensively at the distance they still had to cover.


    Hugh reassured her. “You might go in over your knees on some of the soft banks but that’s the worst that could happen. And not here, anyway.”


    “It would be horrible to get stuck.”


    “That can’t happen in the Broadwater. Farther up the coast there are a few dangerous places where you can be sucked right down. The river Pye’s very bad—that’s the third estuary northwards from here. A man was lost there last winter—he was out shooting duck or something and the theory was that he rushed to retrieve a winged bird without watching his step. That’s the fatal thing, to rush. All they found was his gun.”


    Cynthia plodded on rather grimly. “I can’t promise I’ll ever get to enjoy this part of sailing, Hugh.”


    He laughed. “Sorry—it is a rather tough initiation. We’ll time things better to-morrow and use the dinghy.”


    “It smells so foul.”


    “You’ll get to like it. After a week-end or two here you’ll probably find ordinary air insipid.”


    “You are an ass,” said Cynthia. She was relieved to find that the mud wasn’t getting any deeper and after a final burst they reached Water Baby. There was a scratching of small green crabs against the hull as they shook off their boots and climbed aboard.


    “Of course,” said Hugh doubtfully, “she is a bit old—well, very old. I wouldn’t have been able to afford her otherwise. Still, she sails quite well and the engine works sometimes and the cabin top only leaks when the rain’s really heavy.”


    Cynthia was prowling about, opening lockers and trying the berths. “It’s rather cosy,” she said, gazing round the tiny cabin. “I like brass lamps.” She peered into the cluttered forepeak and pulled out a frying pan. “You don’t mean you actually cook here?”


    “I used to. Your turn now!”


    She kissed him and they went up on to the cabin roof to smoke a cigarette. The sun was a red ball just above the saltings and the mud had a rosy glow. Everything was very peaceful. The only sound was that of a scraper on a neighbouring boat.


    Hugh puffed contentedly. “Well, darling, what did you think of Dad?”


    Cynthia smiled. “I think he’s amazingly patient.”


    “You mean all that teasing? Oh, he doesn’t mind that—after all, you only tease people you like. He’s a bit eccentric, though, isn’t he?”


    “Eccentricity,” said Cynthia, “is one of the hallmarks of strong characters and original minds.”


    “Where did you crib that from? There’s something in it, though—Dad’s certainly a strong character. That outward appearance of his is deceptive. He potters around like an old woman, but he’s alert and he doesn’t miss a thing. He’s tremendously active, you know—chairman of this and vice-president of that, sits on committees, helps at the Youth Club, visiting justice at the School of Delinquents—and that’s only the start.”


    “What does he live on, Hugh? Has he a private income?”


    “Not he—he hasn’t a bean. Never has had. First of all, when he was young, he was an underpaid schoolmaster. Then he had that stab at Parliament and got in and was as happy as a sandboy, meeting people and helping them with their little problems and trying to put things right generally. He’s a great reformer, you know, in his quiet way, and the kindest man alive—if everyone were like him the world wouldn’t be a bad place to live in. Anyway, things didn’t pan out as he’d hoped—he lost his seat and then he had to decide what to do. He was over forty, with no particular qualifications except intelligence and energy, and he had a pretty big family.”


    “So what did he do?”


    “Why, he bought Lavender Cottage—that was a time when a few hundred pounds was real money, don’t forget—and he became his own peculiar variety of free-lance journalist. I don’t quite know how he managed it, but he’d got to know lots of important people while he was in the House and he gradually built up a connection doing paragraphs for diaries and gossip columns. He’d watch the news, and when somebody he knew or knew about wrote a book or took up spiritualism or bought an estate in Jamaica he’d weigh in with a few well-chosen words about some incident that everybody had forgotten. He still does it. That’s why he goes dashing off to listen to the news bulletins.”


    “It sounds rather precarious.”


    “It is, but he’s done it for twenty years and we haven’t starved. Mind you, he never spends a penny on himself—doesn’t smoke, doesn’t drink, doesn’t give a hoot about clothes, doesn’t take holidays. He cuts things pretty well to the bone. And then he’s developed several useful sidelines—he started to study the bird life in the marshes round here, and now he does regular nature notes for several papers and that helps. He’s broadcast a bit, too, and he wrote up someone’s ‘Life’—you know, ghosted it. He never talks much about what he’s doing—just rubs along, picking up a little here and there.”


    “Do you think he likes it?”


    “Darling, he loves it. He’s been absolutely free for twenty years, and if Mother hadn’t died so suddenly he’d have been the happiest man in the world.… It’s funny, he’s an odd old stick but we all adore him. That’s why I want you to.”


    “I think I’m going to be proud to know him,” said Cynthia.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    The week that followed Cynthia’s visit proved an exceptionally full one for Edward Latimer. On the Monday morning he had to go on official business to the county mental hospital; and in the afternoon he and Trudie kept a social engagement with the Chief Constable, Colonel Ainslie, and his wife. Tuesday was always set apart for writing, and the whole of Wednesday was taken up with the fortnightly Sessions at the local court. In addition, Edward had two evening committees. He had earmarked Thursday for a quiet day on the saltings with binoculars and note-book but—whether from overwork or heat—he woke that morning with one of his severe headaches and had to spend the day resting.


    “On the Friday he left home early to pay one of his periodical visits to London. For these expeditions he always dressed carefully in the black jacket and striped trousers which he had worn in the House of Commons nearly twenty years before. Apart from an aroma of mothballs and a faintly green hue they were, in his opinion, as good as they had ever been. He also wore a white starched collar and black boots. In this outfit he looked extremely respectable in a rather funereal way—according to Hugh it made him look like Seddon the Poisoner—but he still managed to convey an impression of oddity, heightened by the cheap little attaché-case which he always carried.


    Steepleford station was at its most rural that morning as he sauntered across the grass-grown track to the mossy up-platform. The “Directors’ Train,” the one fast up-train of the day, had gone; and Edward shared the platform with a sportive rabbit. The atmosphere of the place was somnolent. The porter-signalman was humming quietly in his box and exchanging an occasional ting-ting with some colleague along the line. Edward waited patiently on an ancient wooden seat, watching Tom Leacock, the station-master, unhurriedly manœuvering a crate of eggs across the rails. Tom was a slow, unambitious countryman with a rugged, honest face, who for thirty years had divided his time between the station and his allotment. As usual, he stopped for a few moments to chat with Edward. Normally they talked about the weather, but to-day Tom wanted advice. His daughter, he explained, had just had her second baby and she didn’t want it vaccinated yet because her first one had been ill afterwards, and wasn’t there some form you could fill up? Edward explained the procedure and said he’d sign the form any time and Tom’s face cleared as though a great burden had rolled from his mind.


    Presently there come a wheezy whistle and the little train panted laboriously into the station. Its three grimy non-corridor coaches looked of 1905 vintage, the only spot of colour being the vivid “British Railways” medallion recently painted exactly in the centre of each. It seemed surprising that anyone should have wanted to claim them. The compartment which Edward got into was bare and narrow, with broken window straps and a slashed seat. A cloud of dust rose from the faded upholstery as he sat down. Framed under the narrow luggage rack opposite him was a streaky photograph of Southend Pier in which all the men wore straw boaters. Edward felt rather at home with it.


    As the train pulled out he took a bundle of newspapers from his case and started to go through them with a blue pencil, marking any items which seemed to offer scope for “paragraphs.” Usually he was quite happy doing this, but to-day his head felt a little muzzy and his attention constantly wandered. He stopped to wave a passing greeting to Joe Saberton, the young signalman at Southgate Mill Box who ran the football club of which Edward was president; and at the junction he broke off again to exchange a few words with Bill Hopkin, the itinerant ticket-clipper on the Cuckoo Line. Bill, on the surface, was a morose and unsociable man—the sort who on a lovely spring day would be certain to growl, “We shall pay for this.” Edward still remembered with amusement their first encounter, when he had been alone in a non-corridor compartment and Bill had swung aboard as they left a station with a stern “Tickets, please!” Having fulfilled himself by clipping the only available ticket, and having no means of exit, he had then sat down aloofly in the remotest corner and looked everywhere but at Edward, as though to make it plain that he wasn’t going to let the peculiar conditions of his job force him into intimacy with passengers. However, time had broken down his taciturnity, and Edward now knew him as a shy but fundamentally friendly man and the popular leader of a local team of handbell ringers.


    Once the junction was left behind the train shed most of its oddities and the rest of the journey passed quickly. From Liverpool Street Station Edward took a bus to Fleet Street and made several calls on newspapers. Personal contact was essential for a free-lance, however well-established he might be. Besides, columnists sometimes made suggestions which Edward could follow up, and one contact could lead to another. Business, on these trips, could never be described as brisk, but everyone always seemed quite pleased to see Edward and to be ready to help if they could.


    Having completed his rounds, he ate a frugal lunch of salad, cheese and cold milk at an A.B.C. and went on to the House of Commons to see if any of his old friends were about. It always gave him a little thrill of pleasure that the policeman at the entrance still knew him; saluted, indeed, as though he were still a member. Somewhat nostalgically, but without useless regrets, Edward walked through the lobbies. Several members recognised him and stopped to talk, and the afternoon flew by. He had a cup of tea on the Terrace and caught a bus back to Liverpool Street in time for the 5.55, which was the last train of the day if you lived on the Cuckoo Line.
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