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  Chapter One


  
    
      I shall come back at last


      To this dark house to die.


      E. DAVISON.

    

  


  1


  WHEN DUSK had fallen the hunted man came out of the wood where he had been hiding and began to make his way across country. Though it was almost a
  generation since he had been here, he remembered the paths, for in this quiet slow-thinking county of England life changes slowly and the curse of ribbon-development and so-called progress that had
  devastated so much of England had left Mereshire practically untouched. He had seen many parts of the world and penetrated into places the respectable prefer to know nothing about even on paper; in
  the past thirty years he had roamed the Seven Seas, making big money when the risks were considerable, squandering it as hed squandered his life, a rootless man, desperate and happy-go-lucky
  with no eye for the quiet beauty of the countryside, the long lines of marshland, where the lakes lay like precious stones in a magical chain, and the trees all about him had seen his grandfather
  and his great-grandfather and his forebears three hundred years back moving in their shadow and perhaps taking refuge as he took refuge now.


  His destination was one of those villages so small it has neither post office nor station; the woman he had come to see would have no welcome for him. He had no friends anywhere. A man has to be
  rich to afford the luxury of friends, and he had let his wealth go like air escaping from a leaking pump. As he made his steadfast way through fields, automatically closing gates, because even
  after thirty years the old habits stuck, his only preoccupation was how much the old girl was good for. Of what lay behind him he did not think. So many incidents, disreputable and violent, strewed
  his past life, like flotsam and jetsam washed up by the tide, or a path blasted by fire through what could have been a flourishing countryside. He didnt appreciate his danger as a less
  experienced man would have done. Hed never known security in more than thirty years. And it certainly never occurred to him that he had left all the noise and ruthlessness of the great world
  behind him in order to run into the arms of an ignoble death in the minute village where, more than half a century ago, he had been born.


  Men survive battles and die of wasp stings; they win great reputations and are wrecked by silly women not fit to black their shoes; they acquire a name for wisdom and forfeit the earnings of a
  life-time in a moment of hot-headed passion. So, after a hundred encounters with danger in all the coloured countries of the world, he slunk back to die in the dark like a beast in its derelict
  hole.


  2


  The old woman beamed as she set about the task of preparing the evening meal. This was one of the red-letter days of the year. In a long frugal life she hadnt had many
  high lights, though she had known what tragedy was like and surmounted it and discovered riches millionaires wives dont always know. Her life had died thirty years ago with the
  daughter she loved but never understood and begun again in the new life that survived the mothers death.


  During the long period of solitude that had made up her days she had feasted on memories and anticipated the future; and now and again the future merged with the present, as it did to-night,
  when Ted was coming home on forty-eight hours leave. Shed saved all her points, all her rations, shed shamelessly told people in the shop that she hadnt any of this commodity
  or that; shed hoarded her chocolate coupons and put by week by week her minute portions of dried fruit; shed gone as far as Horsfallshe who hated a townsearching for
  suet and even candied peelbecause Ted liked her cakes. She shut her eyes to the fact that the men in the Forces were on the whole a good deal better fed than civilians. If Ted, reliable,
  cheerful Ted, had been the Prodigal Son she couldnt more ruthlessly have rounded up the fatted calf. And now in an hour hed be here. She looked at the chicken shed
  procurednever mind howand the stuffing shed made from a shell egg and a lemon that shed wheedled out of someone who had a friend in Canadaand soon he and she
  would be together again. Because he was always like that the first night. To-morrow thered be Ednanaturally. A man on leave wants to see his girl. But to-night shed have him to
  herself. He was so big, so strong. You wouldnt think Elsie, whod been a slip of a girl, though wiry, could have had such a son, till you remembered his father. But she put that
  thought quickly out of mind. She never thought along these lines if it could be helped. Everybody had bad luck sometimes, everyone had to climb the obstacles in his path, but it was no good
  brooding over what you couldnt change.


  She put the chicken in the pan, decided, in spite of what the Minister of Fuel and Power said, to put a match to the firethese early October evenings were chilly in this eastern
  countyand excitement began to beat in her old blood. At about the same moment the returned exile closed a gate behind him and came into the lane that led to the village.


  She couldnt believe it when the knock fell on the door. Ted early, Ted an hour before he was expected. It was like a present you hadnt dreamed of getting. She
  thought there was nothing she wouldnt do for Ted. Dying for people was easy, shed do more than thatsuffer for him, sin for himall her life centred on him. She used to
  think sometimes that if Edna didnt make him happy, she could even strangle Edna. But you couldnt imagine anyone not being happy with a fellow like Ted.


  Rubbing the flour off her hands on to her white apron, she untied the strings and went to the door. She was wearing her best dress, the sort of silk you couldnt buy now, not if you had a
  hundred coupons and a thousand pounds in the bank. Shed put on the brooch Ted gave her for her last birthday. Shed scolded him for thathe shouldnt have spent so much.
  Keep your money for Edna, shed said. I reckon I can buy my wife all the brooches she needs and still have a few coppers left for my grandma, hed said, and hed laughed. Not in
  the police for nothing, hed said. The Air Force police, of course. She hadnt wanted him to be a civil policeman, a snoopy kind of trade she called that, always poking your nose into
  some other chaps business.


  The knocking on the door came againquicker now, more violent and somehow furtive.


  Im coming, she called. And opened the door, a spare neat little figure, hair drawn back, face wrinkled, back erect for all her seventy-odd years. . . .


  There was a moments silence. Then she stood back with a cry that hardly reached her lips. For it wasnt Ted after all. It was a much older man, a man she hadnt seen for a
  generation, but whom she knew at once, because the heart and the blood dont lie, though eyes dim and ears grow dull.


  Tom! she whispered, and fell back a step. Tom, its never you.


  Shed thought of all sorts of things that might happen, even made herself now and again realize that in a war even the police arent safe. That enemy bombs and shells, like the Lord
  God, are no respecter of persons; shed forced herself to realize what it would be like to be an old woman with nothing to look forward to any more but the grave. Terrible things happen to
  women and they might happen to her; in the past they had happened. Shed lived always with a sense of danger. But danger from this source she hadnt apprehended.


  What a welcome! said the new-comer, moving closer.


  With her thin fierce little body she barred the way. What do you want?


  Just to see you, auntie, praps. Hows the young lord?


  You leave Ted alone. Hes nowt to do wi you.


  Doesnt know Im born, I dare say.


  Why should he?


  Why not? Maybe hed like to know he had a man in the family.


  She said again, What do you want? and he, his voice suddenly rough and angry, replied, First of all to come inside the house. I want a roof. And then I want food. And drink.
  And money.


  She said bitterly, Youve not changed in thirty years. You always wanted those things.


  Show me any man who doesnt. Is your precious Ted so different? Why Ted? Oh, I see. After his father.


  And you can keep your tongue off Teds father.


  If you dont let me in, said the man, whose name was Tom Grigg, Ill let the whole neighbourhood know Im back.


  Whats to stop you? demanded the woman. They might be more pleased of the news than I am.


  He thrust past by a sudden feint and found himself inside the little hall. It was no more than a passage really, with a narrow staircase running up to the next floor.


  Whos got my room? he asked. The room I had when me and Elsie were young?


  If youve any memory you know how many rooms there are. Not enough for a visitor.


  Who sleeps there now then? Ted? Why isnt he at the war? Or has he got a weak heart?


  Teds doing his duty in a war just as he did it in the peace and will again, she told him fiercely. And thats more than you could ever say, you with your wild
  ways, that couldnt keep a steady job. . . .


  Thats all they ever think of down here. How much do you bring back on Friday night?


  Women have to think of things like that. Its women have to manage. What have you been doing all these years?


  I wondered when you were going to ask that. Im working, if you want to know, just the same as your precious Elsies precious boy. Merchant seaman, thats what I am.
  Better than being a gamekeeper up at the House with people that count every hair on a rabbits pelt. Whats the new Earl like?


  New? Hes been Earl nigh twenty years.


  How many sons has he got?


  Hes got oneMr. Simon.


  And how does the old lady take that? Or doesnt she believe in the Curse any more?


  What they do up at the Hall is no business of ours, she told him. She seemed compounded of bitterness and fear, but she kept the fear under.


  It was your business once, he reminded her. When Elsie was going with the heir. . . .


  Elsies been dead almost as long as youve been away, she told him in grim tones. We saved the boy, but her . . .


  Trust you to save the boy, he sneered, and there was a new note in his voice that chilled her blood. Where is he?


  Hes not here.


  But youre expecting him. Elsies boyand the heirs. Maybe if he hadnt met with an accident . . .


  Well not talk of that, she told him sharply. And you leave Ted alone. Ive had trouble enough, with all the talk about Elsie, and then losing her. . .
  .


  His face was savage. I lost her, too, didnt I? Think everythings been velvet for me all these years?


  Who said life was meant to be velvet? What have you been doing anyway?


  Everythingbarmanstewardshow businessand now Im a merchant seaman. Im on leave this week-end, and Ive come all the way from Swansea to see
  my auntie.


  For what you could get. I know. What happens to your pay?


  Know what they give us? And I was never the saving kind. I suppose Ted puts all his into War Savings Certificates. Whats he doing?


  Air Force police.


  Living at home?


  Of course not. Its just


  He sniffed appreciatively. Just that youre expecting him. Funny to think of Elsies son being a policeman, when you remember . . .


  You dont have to remember anything, she broke in, and now the fear in her voice was stronger than the anger. Whats dones done. You cant turn back
  the page. Oh well, stay if you want to. Matter of fact, I thought it was Ted when you knocked.


  He looked round. Place isnt changed much, he said. Youve got all the old stuff. He nodded at the familiar furniture.
  Cabinetdresserremember how I broke the lock of that trying to find what Uncle Will kept in the secret drawer?


  Found it empty, didnt you? The old womans voice was bitter as Marah.


  Yes. He chuckled. Where did you keep the household bank anyway? In the old blue teapot, I suppose. You always were clever at hiding things. Whats Ted like?


  He doesnt go breaking open other peoples property for what isnt his. But youll see if you wait.


  Now it was he who hesitated and demurred. I dont know that I want to meet him in particular, he said and his gaze shifted. Me and the police never did get
  on.


  A new and quite different fear changed her face again. You dont mean that, Tom? Theyre notafter you?


  He began to bluster. I didnt say so, did I? You ask too many bloody questions.


  But something in her mind that had begun to stir with his arrival now shot up into the light. You mean . . . ?


  I mean I dont want to meet any stuck-up young prig that thinks because hes got into a policemans uniform he owns the world. Look here, you can put me upstairs,
  cant you? Ted neednt know Im here.


  Teds not a child. Teds a grown man.


  Got a wife and brats, I dare say.


  Hes courting. Hes to be married next time he gets leave. Tom, what do they want you for? But she knew. In her bones shed known he was in a bad way or
  hed never have come.


  Bit of trouble, acknowledged her nephew sullenly. Look here, its all one to me where I stay, but youve got to hide me for a night, two maybe. Im played
  out. Ive come a hell of a way.


  Swansea, she said softly, and it wasnt even a question. And then again, Swansea! Tom, it was you. Butno, even you couldnt do that.


  I dont know what youre talking about, said Tom Grigg furiously.


  She was watching his face as he spoke. Now she went to a drawer in the old-fashioned cabinet and took out a slip of paper. It had a poorly-reproduced photograph on it and some newsprint. She
  came back with it in her hand.


  So it was you. I thought, when I saw the picture, it was like, butpeople change in thirty years. And then the name! Tom, it cant be true.


  I keep telling you its not me.


  She bent her head above the picture; then laid the slip down. It is you, she said, and hope died out of her voice. Its not your name, but . . .


  Whats a name? demanded her nephew. Just a label. And sometimes it suits a fellow to change the label. You cant talk. Women all change their names if they get
  the chance.


  Now she was rigid, motionless; it hadnt seemed that she had any colour to lose, but now she was chalk-white, an ugly colour, the colour of death.


  So youve done itagain, she said.


  Again? He moved forward threateningly. When he began to shout she knew he was afraidand in the wrong. Hed always shouted when he was afraidand guilty.
  Hed shouted just like that thirty years ago, when theyd found the heir dead in Lost Mans Quarry, and the police had gone round asking questions.


  Nothing to do with me, hed shouted. If the fellow was fool enough to set up an easel on the edge of a quarry he was asking for it. Everyone said he was
  crazy.


  She hadnt said any more, but shed thought a good deal, and so had a lot of other people. Time, motive and opportunity. That was what the police looked for, and Tom had had all
  three. Time, because he was out poaching as he often was that afternoon, quite near the quarry. Hed even seen the heir, though he said they hadnt spoken. Motivehed been
  after Elsie, but Elsie wouldnt spare a glance for him, though her mother could have told her she was mad to set her cap at the Cleveland heir. Apart from anything else there was the Curse.
  It was the Curse that saved Tom really, because everyone knew that no eldest son would ever inherit, and he was bound to be killed anyway, no matter how. In these remote districts the old
  superstitions died hard. And so theyd said accident at the inquest though Tom was known to hate the fellow, and with good reason said the village, seeing what was the upshot of it all. There
  wasnt any doubt in any ones mind who young Teds father was, though Mrs. Manners might have taken her daughter away after the tragedy. A double tragedy really, because Elsie had
  never come back. Shed been buried in the place where she died, and only the grandmother and the baby had returned. Folks reckoned that baby had saved the old ladys reason. Shed
  always held her head high, had Mary Anne Manners, and when everyone knew what had happened to your girlstill, she never tried to conceal the baby, and now she was reaping her reward. Because
  Ted was as nice a young chap as you could look for anywhere.


  What are you looking at me like that for? demanded Tom, angrily.


  She put a finger on the pictured face. You killed him, didnt you? she said, like it says in the paper. Under the blurred photograph were some lines of heavy
  smudged print. Joseph White, it said, an able seaman in connection with whose death during a Swansea brawl Thomas Smith, a merchant seaman, is wanted by the police. Thomas Smith. But she knew who
  it really was. Tom didnt even try to deny it.


  No peace anywhere, he said, scowling. Well, if you dont want your precious Ted mixed up in this youll keep me hid.


  Teds seen that cutting, she told him quietly. Hed know you, and hed know his duty.


  Doesnt seem to have any more sense than his mother had, sneered Tom. She never knew when to say No.


  And you can keep your tongue off my daughter. Whats dones done. And I wont have you upsetting Ted neither. Teds his own man. And hes happy. You leave
  well alone.


  It all depends on who leaves me alone. I dont want to upset Ted. Not unless I have to, that is.


  You cant stay here then. Ted wouldnt hide you, not if I begged him on my bended knees. But Ill hide you somewhere safe. She thought desperately. Her heart beat
  as though it were a runner, now in her breast, now in her throat. There was so little time. If Ted came earlyfunny to think a day should come when she would be afraid of Ted coming before he
  was due. I know where you could go, she said at last, where theyd never find you. Id look after you. And its only for a nightisnt
  it?


  Depends, said the man, his hard pitiless gaze on that old face.


  Ill get you moneyto-morrow, she promised. The bank man comes to-morrow. Then you can get away. And no one shall guessno one.


  Theyd better not, he said. You wouldnt want any harm to come to your precious Ted, would you? And it mightif I was to talk.


  I dont know what you mean, she faltered.


  He leaned nearer and whispered. The light seemed to go out of her eyes.


  Who told you? she whispered. Oh, it was him himself. Then . . . it wasyou, thirty years ago.


  You think too much, he said roughly. All youve got to do is keep me hidden. Now wheres this precious place?


  She began to tell him, but he broke in after a moment, Christ! Itll be colder than the grave. I suppose thats your idea. Freeze to death, eh?


  You can have a fire, she said. Theres a brazier there. Youll be warm enough. Andits only one night. Her old brain worked faster and
  faster. It was like wheels going round and round in your head; the thoughts came tumbling over each other, like rats across a granary floor. She felt dizzy, having to plan so much, in silence and
  in danger.


  And if questions are asked you dont know anything? he insisted. All right, Ill chance it. After all, it wouldnt suit your book for anything to happen to
  me.


  You ought to be getting along now, she told him. You go first. You know the way. Ill come in a minute, but we mustnt go together. Its getting dark now.
  No onell see. And Ill bring some food. . . .


  And a blanket or something. And some beer. Or praps I better take the beer myself. You might forget it.


  Wordless, she saw him plunder Teds precious store. Still, she could get some more in the morning, even if it was in short supply. Where Ted was concerned there was no end to her cunning.
  And what was beer anyway? The rest of the village might go short, but Ted would get his beer. Shed see to that.


  Give me some matches, said Tom Grigg, turning at the door. May as well get that fire going.


  After he had left the old woman stood thinking. This man might prove the ruin of all her hopes. It was no concern of hers, what had happened that summer afternoon thirty years ago. She had
  always had her own suspicions, but she had had trouble enough. To carry a secret for so many years, with fear behind you because of the consequences if you are found out, takes toll of the
  strongest spirit. Intensely superstitious, obstinately brave, she defied facts, she defied Providence. But at the back of her mind was a conviction that Providence always wins.
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  The unwelcome visitor made his way up the long narrow village street, his bottles firmly clasped in his big fierce hands. Already his twisting mind was laying plans. He had
  information of considerable value, information worth far more than his old aunt could afford to pay. It seemed to him that, judiciously handled, it should keep him in clover for the rest of his
  life.


  But at that time he had no notion how short that life would be.
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