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  ONE


  ‘SARK.’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ said the man in the little quayside hut. ‘A return fare. Six shillings.’


  ‘A single, my friend,’ said Mr Harold Pye.


  The man in the little hut looked up and frowned at the unfamiliar face.


  ‘Did you say a “single”, sir?’


  ‘I believe so.’


  The man in the hut frowned again as though he were still not satisfied. Why should this fat little stranger be so sure he wanted a ‘single’? He was obviously only a visitor. A return ticket would last him for three months and would save him two shillings. Some people, he reflected, were beyond hope.


  ‘Very well,’ he said, shrugging his shoulders.


  ‘And very well to you, my friend,’ said Mr Pye. ‘Very well indeed –’ and with a smile both dazzling and abstracted at the same time he placed some silver coins upon the table and with a small, plump, and beautifully manicured forefinger he jockey’d them into a straight line.


  The man in the hut was not used to having coins marshalled along his trestle table as though they were soldiers. He stared at them irritably.


  ‘Come, come, come,’ said Mr Pye. ‘I am sure you can be quicker than this. Of course you can. Now let me see what you are really made of,’ and Mr Pye took out his gold watch and in the gentlest voice imaginable: ‘Shall I time you?’ he said. ‘Shall I? Then here we go – one … two … three … four …’ and when at the fifth second a ticket was produced and pushed across the table with a trembling hand, Mr Pye picked it up at once and had, all in a breath, not only slipped it into his wallet, and his wallet into his breast pocket, but he had stowed his watch away and done up his overcoat, tossed his head happily in the air, and, before the stupefied Sarnian could say ‘knife,’ had turned on his heel and was out in the sunlight again.


  To his right lay the green boat-sprinkled harbour and beyond it the town of St Peter Port on its terraced hill.


  An hour before sunrise the wind had dropped abruptly and now at eleven o’clock in the morning, as Mr Pye pattered confidently along the Guernsey quayside, there was not a wave to be seen. The air was mild and golden and the sky stainless, save for a single wisp of cloud that hung like a hammock, high above Peter Port.


  Of course the Ormer was late in sailing. Last minute passengers found as usual that they had hurried themselves for nothing. Little more than half the cargo had been stowed away. The small crane swung out its iron arm, lowered its latest burden into the hold where the straining ropes went limp and the murderous hooks were released, only to soar again, out of the shadow of the harbour wall, and into the upper sunlight.


  But there was no hurry, for the sea was motionless and the passengers were in good humour. The climbing town of Peter Port gazed down at them benevolently across the inner harbour from a hundred gleaming windows.


  For some while Mr Pye stood on the quayside, his small hands grasping the lapels of his light overcoat, a short spruce gentleman whose paunch, both neat and benign, was both contradicted and emphasized by the straightness of his spine. It was a spine that suggested boundless vitality.


  He watched with an alert and knowledgeable satisfaction the work in progress, and seemed in a quite indefinable way to be giving it his blessing.


  When, after several minutes of silent ‘supervision,’ he turned upon his heel and took a dozen crisp paces along the quay, it was as though, by the mere fact of his motivity, something significant had taken place.


  Of the passengers who loitered on the quayside there was not one who had not stared at the stranger. It is true that it was not unusual for visitors to take the Sark boat in March, but there was something rather different about Mr Pye. He did not quite fit into any of the categories. It was quite obvious that he was not a schoolmistress, or a commercial traveller, or a scoutmaster, or a fugitive, or a painter, or a remittance man – and it was apparent from his two suitcases and one large haversack that he was no day-tripper. Who was he, and where would he be staying on the island?


  And so, from time to time, by way of diversion, the passengers turned their gaze from the cargo-loading and stared at the enigmatic stranger, and noted the little smile upon his face. It was a curious little smile, both charming and secretive. It was as though he had private knowledge of something very droll denied not only to those who watched him but to mankind in general.


  To and fro walked Mr Pye along the quayside, with his private smile on his face. One or two of the waiting passengers, on catching his eye, said: ‘Good morning,’ but Mr Pye did not reply in any way beyond intensifying that smile of his. It was as though he were saying: ‘Yes, yes … there is time for all that, later: we will be friends before long, no doubt (for the future is big with promise) … but for the moment, my friends, be patient – the time is not yet ripe.’


  By now the cargo had been stowed away, and the passengers began to file down the harbour steps that are so vile a green. The pilot climbed to his nautical pulpit. Ropes, loosened from the bollards, splashed into the water and were hauled aboard, dripping. The car tyres that were used as ‘fenders’ were pulled over the sides, and the screw began to turn; and, with a shout or two, and one sudden and quite extraordinarily offensive oath from one of the sailors who had suddenly slipped and broken his leg, the Ormer began to nose her way out of the harbour.


  It takes about an hour from St Peter Port to the little Creux Harbour in Sark. The Ormer put on steam and throbbed her way eastwards. The passengers stood in knots on the deck, or leaned on the railings, watching the familiar landmarks of Guernsey grow gradually smaller while the gulls circled and cried peevishly in the wake.


  But Mr Pye was not the kind of man to look backwards. With never a glance for Guernsey he gave his whole attention to that far strip of land that by slow degrees grew ever closer, while the cormorants winged rapidly across the surface of the breathless sea, or stood in groups upon the passing rocks like members of the clergy who have agreed, with bad grace, to differ.


  It was hard to believe, on such a morning, in the black gales that could so whip the sea into a mania – that could heave up into such horrid hills and sink again into such piebald hollows and make, between Guernsey and Sark, so dire a stretch of foam.


  Lucky Mr Pye. Was ever a voyage more conducive to happy speculation? His spherical face was positively aglow. His sharp nose, not unlike the beak of a bird, trembled as though on the scent of some Olympian quarry. His glasses twinkled.


  Herm and Jethou, the half-way islands, passed by unnoticed as far as Mr Pye was concerned. It was that other island that he craved.


  And there she lay at full stretch upon the skyline, her attenuated and coruscated body reaching from north to south, the morning sunbeams playing along her spine and flickering upon the crests and ridges of her precipitous flanks.


  Mr Pye, who had for the last fifteen minutes been staring fixedly at the approaching island, joined his hands together beneath his chin, turned his round face to the sky, closed his eyes, stood upon the tips of his toes, and breathed deeply.


  ‘It is just the right size,’ he murmured. ‘It will do very nicely.’
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  TWO


  MISS DREDGER was a resident of long standing in Sark, and it is by no means an easy thing to be promoted from the rank of ‘visitor’ to that of ‘resident.’ It has been known to take many years. It is difficult to understand quite how the transference comes about. It is an almost mystical procedure and is, of course, in the hands of the natives – that basic layer in the triple sandwich of island life.


  Miss Dredger had not been to England for over fifteen years, and very seldom went to Guernsey. But the longer she stayed in Sark the more English she became.


  Every summer she took in visitors at Clôs de Joi. It was a four-square house with a gable and an upstairs veranda, and a south view across the island to the sea with Jersey on the horizon.


  Miss Dredger had ordered a carriage to take her down the harbour hill. Although it was a steep and broken decline, she would normally have taken it in her gaunt and purposeful stride, and what is more would have returned on foot up the long gradient, for Miss Dredger scorned all weakness of the flesh.


  Nevertheless, in spite of her stamina, she had ordered a carriage on this particular morning, for she had a gentleman to meet at the harbour. Both he and his luggage must be got up the harbour hill. It was plain that the luggage could not walk up on its own and from what she knew about men it was ten to one that her new boarder would be as helpless as his luggage.


  And so, as the carriage had to go down the hill before it could come up again, Miss Dredger, with her sharp sense of logic decided that, in order to make use of this fact, it would be as well to be called for at Clôs de Joi.


  With unexpected punctuality and to the accompaniment of a crunching sound from the wheels, the decrepit carriage negotiated the short curve of her drive, the horse’s hoofs cutting cruelly into the moist red gravel.


  When Miss Dredger emerged from the house she frowned with momentary irritation at the furrows in the wake of the wheels, for she had had the gravel carefully raked on the previous day when a light rain had pocked it like goose-flesh. But she climbed into the carriage without a word. The driver, young Pépé, with that dreadful cast of the left eye, aloft on the driver’s seat, whipped savagely at the large grey mare and, egging her forward and drawing her back alternately, was able to turn her about, with a creaking of harness and a squeaking of the axle, and a mangling of the soft red gravel.


  Miss Dredger sat sternly on the mildewed leather of the seat, her feet astride on the rotting boards of the ‘well,’ her hands on her angular knees.


  The grey mare, taking her own time, mooched through the gate, dropping her heavy hoofs as if they were deadweights, or as though her tendons had been cut. Every few yards she would toss her head up in the air as though to free herself from some irritation or other. Young Pépé whistled tunelessly between his teeth and scratched himself almost without pause.


  Down they trundled, past the Old Manoir with its view across the meadows to the two hotels … round the bend of the road where the grey two-roomed school stood cheek-by-jowl with a pocket-sized prison like a stone sea-chest … down the Avenue that was no longer an avenue, for all that remained was the great stub ends of the massacred trees … and so, past the butcher’s shed and the general stores and the gift shop, and two or three houses, to the end of the ‘Avenue’ where the Colinette basked in the sun.


  The Colinette is the cross-roads at the top of the harbour-hill where a few houses – too few to call a village – form a little cluster and trail away to the north.


  It is at the Colinette that the day-trippers, exhausted by their climb up the harbour-hill, come to a halt, mop their brows and inquire which way to go. It is usual to send them down the dipping path to the south, which leads eventually to a small, rather ordinary bay. There they find themselves in a stone pocket and as it is too much trouble to trudge back to the main body of the island, they spend the day wondering why they ever came to Sark.


  It is at the Colinette that the dogs of Sark can best be studied – supposing that anyone wished to study them – as they lounge in the white dust, or snap at flies, or molest one another or scratch their ears with the claws of one of their back legs, their muzzles pointing at the sky, or while they lie in the warm dust meditating on the vicissitudes of life, and how mean a fortune is theirs with never a bitch to woo, for none, by law, are allowed on the island.


  It is here at the Colinette that the carriages congregate before they rumble their way down the steep hill to the harbour, and the horses are tied by their reins to the stunted trees.


  Straight over the cross-roads jogged Miss Dredger. Some carriages had already started and were taking the first slope of the hill. Others were still tied to the trees. In one of them an old man was fast asleep, a cat in his arms. There was no hurry. Nothing was ever on time.


  Down the long hill until the trees closed overhead and the high ferny banks slid by, bruised with bluebells, and in the dappled shadows at the foot of the banks a rivulet sparkled in the ditch.


  Down plodded the horses, straining their traces, and leaning backwards against the weight of the carriage, with young Pépé perched high like a monkey, with one hand on the brake and the other scratching at his little patch-work rump. There was no need for him to hold the reins. The old mare had made this same journey every morning for the last twelve years. She knew the way.


  Every now and again the verge of the uneven road was punctuated by small stone basins where the water brimmed for the horses, and, sliding over, continued its loquacious way.


  And all at once, they were out of the shadows and the sun shone down on the last stretch of empty looking road, and the ocean was before them standing up vertically like a back-drop, on whose blue surface two fishing boats were stuck like coloured flies.


  The leading carriages had turned to the right and were already in the short echoing rock-tunnel whose seaward opening, like a proscenium arch, contained this morning a harbour-set, as lovely and inventive as you could wish. The props were all in place. Boats upon their sides, lobster pots, nets hung up to dry, all the stock-in-trade of harbour life.


  When Miss Dredger’s carriage drew up alongside the high harbour wall, she descended and stood for a moment with her hands on her hips, gazing at the horse as though waiting for it to say something. Then she consulted her watch. Were the Ormer to have been on time, she should have been rounding the bluff by the Cat Rock at that moment, but of course she wasn’t.


  A few children and the local painter, who was supposed to be colour-blind, were the only ones sitting on the long sea wall. It was as wide as a table top. Miss Dredger turned her back to the wall and took four slow, purposeful steps to the edge of the little enclosed harbour and stared down into the water. A small lilac jellyfish was floating in the depths, innocently, unaffectedly, minding its own business, but she turned her eyes from it with a gesture of irritation. It was really too absurd. What Miss Dredger insisted on was purpose, backbone, and common sense with no frills. Some things were too feeble.


  Above Miss Dredger, above the green water, above and all but surrounding them, were the precipitous walls of coloured rock that glowed this historic morning with blends of lichen green and honey colour, with a long section of old rose that slanted for two hundred feet across the southern face. All this was reflected in the still water of the harbour for those who were interested in reflections. No one was.


  Thorpe, the painter, gazed ruminatively at the sea, his legs dangling over the sea-wall. He propped his thinly bearded chin on his hand. His eyes were out of focus, like his painting. To him, atmosphere, for the moment, was everything.


  What is more delicious, he thought, than sitting on a harbour wall with all the time in the world to waste with the brain as bland and empty as ether. The eyes can watch a puffin on a rock, if they so wish – it is their affair – but for the brain, oh no, there’s nothing doing there. Nothing can draw the brain out, short of a corkscrew, on a day like this.


  Far away, perhaps, there was a hint of melancholy, a sense of the heroic deeds, the golden pilgrimages, the splendid dreams that had passed him by. Somewhere or other a mistake had been made. A mistake as vast as the sky, but, mercifully, as intangible. And yet there was always that flicker of hope. Of hope that a moment would arrive – a centrifugal moment when all becomes possible – but not today. Today was so lovely as it was, waiting for the Ormer, with the sun gloating on the unrippled water and the blank and zoneless bliss of an empty mind.


  Thorpe re-crossed his legs. His vague reverie was not shared by Miss Dredger. She would have agreed that it was a mild morning, there was no disputing that, but would have added that it was unseasonable. ‘Everything in its place,’ she would have said, ‘and a place for everything.’


  She drew a packet of ‘Three Star’ from the pocket of her tweed skirt and lit a cigarette. Then she struck a match on the sole of her brogues. She inhaled deeply and slowly, her tough unpainted lips apart, and her large teeth clenched and shining in an almost oriental grimace. When at last the two white jets of smoke sprang simultaneously from her equine nostrils it was as though they were competing in a race.


  And then, suddenly, one of the boys on the wall shouted, ‘Here she comes.’ Had he been able to gaze into the future and appreciate how pregnant with fate was this innocent-seeming morning, then surely he must have cried not, ‘Here she comes’, but here he comes, for it was not the Ormer, but Mr Pye who was so soon to turn the island inside-out like a salted leech.


  Mr Pye, standing at the bows, gazed up at the high sea-wall and he found it good. He loved each block of stone that went to its making. He saw the children running along the top of the wall, and Thorpe the painter getting to his feet. He noted the high coloured cliffs that towered above the harbour on three sides, and he extended his benison to them also and to the ivy that patched them. The lanky Mr Stitchwater, standing with his large freckled hands on the rail, a few feet from Mr Pye, could hear the stranger humming gently to himself. ‘From Earth’s wide bounds, from Ocean’s farthest coast, Through gates of pearl streams in the countless host.’


  And now the Ormer was moving into the narrow harbour mouth and the group on the quay turned their backs on the sea-wall and mooched to the verge of the imprisoned harbour where the emerald water had become rippled with expectancy. A horse stamped. A seagull wheeled and settled on a ledge of rock. A figure, the size of a halma-man, high up on the cliff top whistled shrilly, and waved.


  It was easier for Miss Dredger to conclude which of the passengers must be Mr Pye than for Mr Pye to guess which of the figures who lined the quay above him, was Miss Dredger. For Mr Pye was the only stranger on the Ormer. But his eyes moved to and fro in contented and unhurried speculation, and when eventually, standing very upright, with his hands as usual clasping the lapels of his coat, he allowed his gaze to rest a little longer than usual on Miss Dredger’s seasoned face, and found that he was himself being unblushingly scrutinized – he lifted his hat a few inches from his head and bowed very slightly from the hips. This simple gesture was performed with such simple and unostentatious dignity that it set him apart from anyone else who had ever prepared to set foot on the island. But beyond raising his hat and inclining his spruce and portly body, he made no other sign. His heart was full of love, but he was at the same time a man of exemplary control. He knew how to hold his horses, and to lead them, ever so gently, to those pastures of his choice. He knew how goodness can be as disrupting as evil. How all things must be insinuated.


  He was on the threshold of a new world. A world of some three hundred of God’s creatures. A world that measured three miles by one-and-a-half – but ah, how immeasurable in terms of the human soul.


  ‘Gently does it,’ he murmured to himself. ‘Gently does it, my friend.’
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  THREE


  DIRECTLY Mr Pye stepped ashore he heard her voice. ‘The name is Dredger,’ it said.


  Mr Pye lifted his head again, his thorn-shaped nose veering towards her and the rest of his round face following it, as a ship must follow its bowsprit. His little mouth continued to smile gently but it gave nothing away.


  As he remained silent, Miss Dredger raised her voice as though to establish the fact of her forthright nature from the outset. ‘Mr Pye, I imagine!’


  Her new acquaintance removed his glasses, wiped them carefully, and re-set them on his nose.


  ‘Who else?’ he murmured. ‘Who else, dear lady?’


  As Miss Dredger could not think who else could possibly be Mr Pye, and had no wish to follow so foolish a train of conjecture, she blew some smoke out of her nostrils.


  Mr Pye watched the smoke-jets with interest, and then, as though he were suggesting an alternative attitude to life, he drew a little box from his waistcoat pocket and helped himself to a fruit-drop.


  At this, Miss Dredger raised one of her black eyebrows, and as she did so she caught sight of young Pépé – and seeing him reminded her of Mr Pye’s luggage. She turned to Mr Pye, her scrubbed hands on her tweed hips.


  ‘What have you brought with you?’ she said. Mr Pye turned his gaze upon her. ‘Love,’ he said. ‘Just … Love …’ and then he transferred the fruit-drop from one cheek to the other with a flick of his experienced tongue. His fat little hands that held the lapels of his coat were quite green with the light reflected from the harbour water.


  Miss Dredger’s face had turned the most dreadful colour and she had shut her eyes. The smoke drifted out of her nostrils with no enthusiam. There were some things that simply are not mentioned – unless one wishes to be offensive and embarrassing. Religion, Art, and now this new horror – Love. What on earth did the man mean?


  When she opened her eyes and found herself gazing into a face so brimming with dispassionate affection she found that her anger ebbed out of her.


  ‘What else?’ she muttered. ‘Have you brought anything else?’


  All at once Mr Pye was as alert as a bird.


  ‘Two suitcases and a haversack.’


  ‘Did you hear what the gentleman said?’ Miss Dredger had turned to young Pépé, who was standing close by scratching himself as usual.


  ‘That will be quite all right, miss,’ said Pépé, without looking up.


  ‘Very good. Get them off the boat as quickly as you can. How will he know them?’ She turned to Mr Pye.


  He addressed the youth. ‘My initials are H.P., my good friend – and my belongings are so marked.’


  ‘Fair enough. Now if you will come with me,’ said Miss Dredger, turning to her guest, ‘we will find our carriage.’


  ‘Undoubtedly,’ said Mr Pye.


  Miss Dredger, marching along the quay at his side, frowned darkly. What had he done to put her off her balance? Everything he did or said seemed curiously out of focus.


  It was not long after they had reached the carriage that young Pépé arrived with Mr Pye’s luggage, and he was soon climbing up to his seat. While doing so he was at the same time shouting down to a large pale-faced woman in a purple hat, half-way between a busby and a tea-cosy, ‘No, miss, this carriage is ordered, miss, you should have phoned from Guernsey, miss.’


  ‘Phoned from Guernsey!’ muttered the large woman, ‘do you think I’m made of money?’


  ‘Might be made of almost anything,’ thought young Pépé, squinting at her vast marmoreal face, but he said, ‘Don’t know about that, miss,’ and then, ‘Whoa; there – whoa!’ as the grey mare moved sideways and out of line.


  Now Miss Dredger and Miss George had not spoken to each other for over a year. They had ceased to be fond of one another. There had been the question of a right of way across a corner of Miss Dredger’s garden. (This short cut would have saved Miss George’s legs at least a mile a day, but would have meant that for three hundred and sixty-five days out of the year Miss Dredger would have been liable to see the purple busby in her grounds.) The ugly argument had erupted a year ago and alienated the two of them. So that when Mr Pye suggested that Miss George might like to ride in the carriage while he walked, the effect was horrible.


  In the stunned silence which followed his ignorant suggestion, Mr Pye turned his head sharply from one to the other. What had he said? Was he already being sucked into the quicksands of island life? It seemed for a moment that he was at a loss: but only for a moment.


  ‘But, ladies! ladies,’ he said. ‘We are here to help one another, are we not? What else is there in life?’


  This was evidently a new approach to the art of living as far as Miss George and Miss Dredger were concerned, and an even longer silence throbbed its way to completion.


  ‘I don’t know anything about that,’ said Miss George at last, ‘but you are evidently a gentleman’: at which she heaved herself grotesquely into the carriage and lowered her enormous rear to the mildewed seat.


  ‘I would prefer to walk,’ said Mr Pye; ‘but there is room for both you ladies in the carriage – where you can chatter happily together.’


  Young Pépé shook his little monkey-head.


  ‘We can’t have ’em both in the carriage, sir. Miss George is all the horse can manage, up the hill, with the baggage, ’n’ everything. She’s not as young as she was, sir.’


  ‘What has my age got to do with it?’ muttered Miss George, adjusting her purple busby.


  ‘I was talking about the horse,’ said young Pépé.


  Miss Dredger had gone perfectly white. When at last she spoke she brought out each separate word as though it were a thing on its own, self-sufficient and divorced from the other words in the sentence ‘I … have … no … intention … of … sharing … the … vehicle … with … Miss … George. It appears … that … she … has … done … very … well for … herself, I … order … the … carriage – but … she … squats … in … it. However … she … can … pay … for … it.’


  ‘Oh no!’ said Miss George. ‘Not with your luggage around my feet. Oh, no! That wouldn’t do at all.’


  Mr Pye joined his hands together. Here, already, within a minute or two of his landing, was an ugly knot for him to untie. A positive thrill ran through his trim little penguin body. What splendour, what beauty there was in smoothing out the crumpled sheets of passion, in fusing seemingly allergic souls. Oh the lubrication of it all!


  He popped a fruit-drop into his mouth. Then he turned to them each in turn.


  ‘I would have offered you a sweet, Miss George – and, Miss Dredger, my dear, I would have offered you a sweet as well, but I will not offer them. You are not worthy of the gesture in your present mood. See, here are the two sweets in my hand, but they are not for you – they are for Dobbin –’ and Mr Pye spread out the palm of his hand and held the fruit-drops under the nose of the grey horse.


  All that happened was that the huge black wrinkled lips of the horse curled back to reveal two rows of such dreadful yellow tombstones that Mr Pye withdrew his hand at once, and tossed the sweets into the harbour.


  ‘You notice I do not return them to my little box,’ he said. ‘They are tainted. Tainted by the unpleasant tone which you two ladies have used to one another. I will speak to you both later. You have distressed me. Is all my luggage here, my young friend?’


  Pépé, who had his mouth and his eyes so wide open that his head appeared to have been swallowed by his face, took some time to shake himself out of his amazement, and even then all he could do was to nod his head.


  As he began to pull at the reins and edge the old horse out of alignment, Mr Pye plucked the whip from the metal quiver near the driver’s seat and cracked it in the still, sunny air. Then he handed it up to the dumbfounded youth.


  ‘Away with you, charioteer,’ he said. ‘We have wasted enough time as it is.’ He glanced at Miss Dredger. She turned her head from him at once. What a profile the lady had. It was authority personified – the large aquiline nose; the eloquent eyes incarcerated like prisoners beneath the beetling brows – the stern, uncoloured, male mouth – the determined chin with its three long hairs that could so easily have been snipped off, every morning.


  It was obvious that she was gathering herself together. But she said nothing, and now that the carriage had freed itself of the long line of vehicles and was beginning to roll towards the tunnel in the rock, she strode behind it, quite ignoring Mr Pye, who kept abreast of her, nevertheless, his eyes taking in all that lay about him with that same expression of inner satisfaction.


  It was a far longer climb than Mr Pye had anticipated, but he was not the man to drop behind Miss Dredger’s tireless raking stride.


  A few yards ahead of them the huge rounded back of Miss George was all too visible, the thick white waxen neck and the monstrous purple busby. Miss Dredger was experiencing that ungovernable distaste that comes from the contemplation of the very stuff of which an enemy is composed; that thick, white neck of lard, those doming and abominable shoulders.


  The humiliation of it was too dreadful – this following in the wake of Miss George – it was as though she and Mr Pye were that woman’s retinue.


  When half the climb had been completed, the horse drew to the side of the road where a brick-built basin was filled to brimming by the thin stream – and the large grey head lowered itself into the wet ferny shadows and the ripples ran vertically up the gulping throat.


  Mr Pye came to a halt beside the carriage and mopped his brow. From where he stood he could not see Miss Dredger, but he heard her voice on the other side of the carriage.


  ‘You will deposit Miss George at the top of the harbour hill. She has unfortunate legs. You will then continue to Clôs de Joi with Mr Harold Pye. I shall be waiting for you and will settle with you. Do you understand?’


  ‘Yes, miss.’


  Without another word Miss Dredger, leaning slightly forward from the hips but with her head held high, began to stride inexorably forward and upward, her long, thin, iron-muscled legs working like pistons.


  By the time the grey horse had quenched its thirst Miss Dredger was round the bend – and by the time the carriage had reached the Colinette she was almost home.


  When young Pépé stopped at the cross-roads where the dogs foregathered, Miss George was fast asleep in the carriage. To many the question of how to rouse her, or even whether to rouse her, might have proved a difficult problem – but Mr Pye had no hesitation in reaching for the whip and cracking it with the authority of a ring-master.


  Miss George opened her eyes. For a little while she stared at Mr Pye with a face as expressionless as the top of a mushroom, but when she remembered what had happened, and particularly how it was through Mr Pye that she had been able to ascend the hill in comfort, she pushed the hairy brim of her purple busby a little farther from her eyes, and lifting the ends of her mouth, smirked. There was something so horrible about this that Mr Pye helped himself to a fruit-drop.


  ‘Out you get,’ he said. ‘Did you not hear Miss Dredger’s instruction? You must not be greedy, you know, must you?’


  ‘I wish to be taken to my house,’ said Miss George.


  Mr Pye put one foot on the mounting step and leaned over into the carriage so that his sharp nose was within the shadow of the purple busby.


  ‘Do you want me to be cross with you?’ he whispered.


  There was such intensity in the inquiring whisper that, almost like a reflex, the great doming body began to heave itself inch by inch to the rickety door, and then down to the ground.


  Mr Pye climbed into the carriage at once. ‘Away we go,’ he cried to young Pépé, and as the horse began to canter down the avenue, and before the stranded Miss George was out of earshot:


  ‘Au revoir, dear lady,’ he cried. ‘I can see that I shall have to talk to you!’ Then he rested his round head against the warm leather at his back, closed his eyes, and smiled.


  [image: image]


  FOUR


  NEVER had Miss Dredger smoked so immoderately, or absorbed more nicotine into her system in so short a time. Her head, like Scaw Fell Pike, was all but lost in cloud, from which white haze the twin jets of exhalation sprang forth like an eternal renewal of life. Her anger and mortification so unsettled her that she paced from one room to another like a caged creature, as she waited for the carriage to arrive, and in each room the white wreaths billowed and coiled and eventually found their way out of the open windows.


  Sometimes she would come to a dead halt, her hands on her hips, her feet astride, and her chin thrust forward as an access of irritation precluded even the use of her legs.


  The insufferable nerve of the little man had caught her unawares, but that sort of thing must end immediately. Here, on her own ground, she would stand no nonsense.


  She marched to the kitchen where Ka-Ka, a very old woman, was stirring up the wrong ingredients in the wrong bowl at the wrong time. Old Ka-Ka’s idea of a vol-au-vent was entirely her own. She was blind in one eye, completely deaf, and had a cleft palate.


  This was very sad, but Miss Dredger could not be sympathetic all the time. The milk of human kindness has a way of turning when things go wrong, and Miss Dredger plucked the pastry-board from the old woman and threw the dreadful contents out of the window.


  Immediately, a black-backed gull landed beside the jetsam, straddled its way around it, squinting at the mess from every direction, and then, in spite of its hunger and the jaded condition of its palate, flapped away peevishly.


  Miss Dredger raised her hands to the level of Ka-Ka’s one remaining eye and spelt out in deaf-and-dumb language the uncompromising message, which after several attempts was interpreted eventually as ‘Go home’.


  She would have to prepare another kind of lunch altogether and, if it was late Mr Pye could bally well wait for it. She returned to the front door and stared at the palm tree on the lawn ahead of her. It was an ugly thing with a hairy bole like a baboon’s hide. The fingers of its outstretched hands were in dreadful condition – not a grey-green finger protruded in the right direction and half of them were either torn or broken. No tree had ever been in direr need of a manicure.


  The palm tree gave her no solace. To do her justice she was not looking for solace. That would have been too feeble. She was simply gazing at one of nature’s less fortunate manifestations because her face happened to be set in that direction.


  Oh, she would show him! Either he toed the line or he must go! She shifted her gaze to the gravel at her feet and blew some smoke at it. Its ravaged condition reminded her that she should waylay the carriage at the gate to prevent yet another eruption of ruts and hoof-marks.


  But on reflection she was damned if she would be seen waiting for Mr Pye at her own gate as though she were interested in his miserable existence. No! Let the drive look like the Pennine Range! What did she care? If Mr Pye objected he could take the next boat back to England, or find somewhere else on the island.


  As she brooded darkly she heard the sound of wheels on the road, and she lifted her eyes and stared across the lawn to where a few bamboos, mixed incongruously with a high screen of laurel, formed the southern margin of her garden. Beyond this hedge there was a steep decline to the flanking road, so that the passing carriages and horses were invisible from her front door, but the heads of the drivers could be seen with difficulty through the gaps in her hedge.


  When it came in sight – in this case the monkey-like head of young Pépé – she lit a fresh ‘Three Star’ from the stub of her old one and made a rectangle of her tough mouth. Then she inhaled as though to fill not only her lungs, but her entire body with smoke. At last she launched the jets across the drive, in a stern propulsion of release, like steam from a kettle.


  With a crunching of hoofs and wheels and the noise of an axle screaming for oil, the old carriage rounded the bend of the drive, and there was Mr Pye, his sharp nose scenting the air and his face radiant.


  Even before the horse had stopped he had jumped neatly from the well of the carriage. ‘My dear,’ he said with a quietness that contrasted oddly with the nimble speed of his descent. ‘My dear – is this it? Is this the house I have so dreamed about? Oh, but perfect, perfect. It is as it ought to be – and an upstairs veranda where we can sit together, you and I, and discuss all kinds of things – from goldfish to the nature of Limbo, and, incidentally,’ he added, his eyes on the roof and with a note in his voice of almost clandestine confidence – ‘I will repair your guttering this afternoon – and now, just settle with our charioteer, will you?’ (holding up a ten-shilling note), ‘and tell me where the garden-rake is kept.’


  ‘Well, really!’ said Miss Dredger, in a voice which she hardly recognized. ‘I am not used to …’


  ‘No one is. No one is.…’ said Mr Pye, quick as an echo. ‘But don’t keep me waiting, will you? I know you won’t. Come, come, my dear … the rake?’


  His gently chiding voice and the sweetness of his smile unnerved her, and Miss Dredger lifted a trembling hand and pointed to an old shed, half hidden by the house.


  Between her outstretched fingers he slipped the ten-shilling note – and then all at once he was gone from her side and could be seen pacing away towards the shed with his back as straight as a penguin’s and his paunch as benevolent and purposeful, and his nose as sharp as a beak.


  Almost in a state of coma, Miss Dredger paid young Pépé, who made his slow departure from the garden with his head dangerously screwed back over his shoulder and his eyes fastened on Mr Pye and his little walnut of a brain inflamed with conjecture – while the old grey mare found her own way down the drive and through the garden gate.


  ‘First things first,’ said Mr Pye. ‘I positively am not coming intoi your beautiful house until I have furnished you with the finest drive in the Channel Islands.’ He took off his coat, folded it, handed it to Miss Dredger, undid his gold cuff-links, stowed them away in his waistcoat pocket, rolled up his sleeves, popped a fruit-drop into his mouth and began to smooth the tortured drive, and rake it this way and that, while leaving behind him as he moved the most ingenious herring-bone striations that Miss Dredger’s rake had ever brought to birth.


  ‘Would it not be best,’ said Mr Pye, stopping for a moment, ‘if you ran in, to see whether all is well with your arrangements for lunch? In twenty minutes I would like you to take me to my room.’


  He bridled back his round and gentle head and drew a deep
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