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  Chapter One




  THE NEW CHAIRMAN, being a member of one of the top ten livery companies of the City of London and an Alderman, had arranged that some thirty chosen

  people should have luncheon in that Company’s Hall in the City after the last Annual General Meeting of the firm of Cravenhead had taken place and the shareholders had said what they wished

  to say about the take-over.




  Well, not all they wished to say, but they were allowed to say enough to indicate that the gist was in favour, if not enthusiastic. Of course, every single one who stood up to speak, started

  with regret that the old name of this famous firm should be ‘merged’, as it was euphemistically called. Cravenhead’s means machine tools had been the cry. But

  Cravenhead’s, in order to keep going at their previous rate of output, needed the firm who were taking over, more than it needed its – as some put it – cracked name.




  The retiring chairman, Robert Escrick Cravenhead, great-grandson of the firm’s founder in Lancashire, was now completely relaxed; after the oysters he sat picking his teeth entirely

  unnecessarily, and thoughtfully. He would prefer to have another half-dozen oysters and nothing more to eat, but that was out of the question.




  He did not know the man on his left but he glanced at him; as the retiring chairman, who had made his dynamic farewell speech, he did not want to have any small talk with the man sitting on his

  left but that man was waiting to catch his eye and said what he had clearly rehearsed in advance: ‘So the mantle of Elijah is fallen upon Elisha, Sir Robert!’ It was a good opening, but

  Robert had resolved never again to strive to make an intentional witty remark so he simply nodded and smiled while he tried hard to remember if he had put the groundsheet in the back of the Range

  Rover as he had finally packed it up before anyone was about this morning. He might well need it to cover the logs in winter time, keeping them dry for the fine blazes he intended to make in that

  grand open grate.




  His neighbours on either side, indeed, both of them ex-Lord Mayors of London, knew only too well how he was feeling and spared him by making only the simplest form of conversation, and the new

  chairman of the firm, now called Crown, Weston & Co. Ltd, evidently a sensitive man, broke up the luncheon-party as soon as his guests were adequately fed; there had been enough speeches for

  one day.




  At the door, the hall porter handed Robert his bowler hat. ‘You can keep it,’ Robert said as he waved it away and then spoiled his gesture by adding: ‘. . . for

  funerals.’




  ‘Thank you, sir . . . a taxi?’




  No, not a taxi. Days ago Robert had found himself a lock-up garage belonging to a surgeon at St Bartholomew’s Hospital whom he knew vaguely and whom he had persuaded to lend him the

  private garage for twelve hours while the surgeon was going abroad for a short visit.




  If it had been warm he could have taken off his coat, but there was an icy May wind blowing and a fish-white sky above. As he backed out of the garage there was a disarrangement amongst the

  goods and baggage he had so carefully built up in the back of the Range Rover; it was packed to the roof by the time he had finished at six a.m. He hoped it would all stay put till he reached his

  destination. When he got back into the car after locking the door of the garage, there was another lurch of the goods.




  As he drove to the main entrance of the hospital to leave the key at the desk he reminded himself that here was a man who, from this moment onwards, was dedicated to a life without the luxury of

  service, now fussing about the safety of the huge pile of things he was taking with him. But then, he reminded himself, he had to have music and he was entirely incapable of playing any

  musical instrument at all; he could hardly rely on his enjoyment of music if he merely sang to himself, and without any printed music at that: so he had brought a variety of excellent quality hi-fi

  equipment.




  There would be the gulls, and the sea, and the wind whistling round his new home in Cornwall, he thought, as he passed everybody on the Shepherd’s Bush flyover. And he ought to do without

  this car too, if he were to be true to his aspirations; but since the cottage had no proper road but only a track to it, the Range Rover was essential, it would seem.




  The car was brand new and he must remember not to go too fast, though it was a delight to drive; even at ninety he felt he was keeping to the latest speed limit of fifty (under the saving petrol

  scheme). He must take care not to relax too much or he would forget to stop and go shooting off the final edge of his country at Land’s End.




  At Zennor he slowed down to thirty and kept to that speed along the narrow roads. What he was about to achieve was a way of life the plans for which had kept him cool and amiable over the last

  two grilling years of hard work, and now he was on the very edge of achievement he was filled with foreboding.




  He had flown, without even his secretary knowing, five times from London to Newquay and back and the last time was two days before Christmas where he had met the builders’ architect and

  discussed the finishing touches. Since then he had been unable to leave and the cottage was supposed to be ready for him. What if he found the builders and their material still there and mistakes

  made in all directions?




  It was very nearly dark when he started to look out for the opening which led to his new home along a track which was hardly worthy of the name; half a mile long from the gateless opening from

  the road.




  He arrived, stopped, turned on the headlights which flooded the front of the long converted coastguard’s cottage with its stone-tiled roof. Bless it, it had retained its appearance almost

  as it had looked from the first, in spite of everything that had been done to it. He took out the sacred key and put it in the lock, but as he was doing so there was a noise from behind and,

  turning, he saw packages, bedclothes and his sleeping-bag slipping about; he also saw a familiar sight as his black labrador Banjo sprang over to the driving seat and jumped out, triumphant.




  He might have known it; Banjo had planned this as carefully as he himself had planned his secret getaway. Early this morning after he started to pack up with everything he planned to bring, his

  tool-box, his Calor gas grill, his radio, his boots, his bedclothes and his books, he had looked round for his friend Banjo and he was nowhere to be seen. He shouted and whistled at the risk of the

  gardener and his wife hearing from their cottage behind the stables. Then he went round the house looking for the dog; it had never for a moment occurred to him that he should take Banjo, whose job

  was to protect the house.




  Banjo had always understood that the beloved master was only available at times, but this morning at six a.m. there had been a change in the air; packing his boots was different for one thing

  and indicated country hiking, and while the master was looking round the house for him he had concealed himself beneath the pile of bedclothes that had been put on top of everything else, the

  bedclothes, in fact, in which the master had slept last night.




  So Robert, having a final look round to see if he had left anything he intended to take, felt wretched; he had never once thought of taking him because it would mean leaving him in the car from

  six a.m. to three p.m., unattended in the City of London. Since he could not find him the question seemed to have answered itself and he drove the first ten miles to London miserably.




  Banjo sprang up and licked his face, refrained from knocking him down and dashed wildly about, only stopping for seconds to lift his leg; he had been eighteen hours without doing this so he must

  have been aware of what was going to happen and refrained from his usual long early morning drink. Robert laughed out loud and hugged Banjo to him and the dog responded in full. Only he knew how

  important he was going to be to his master, who was clearly delighted to have him there. ‘But let’s go in,’ Banjo begged, ‘because I’m hungry and I need some

  grub.’




  Robert had no intention of unpacking tonight, he had purposely put the things he would immediately need at the ready on the passenger seat; the large shopping basket containing coffee, eggs,

  bread and bacon, and the gas container, the change of clothes . . . he went across to the front door in the glare of the headlights and tried to turn the key, but it was already unlocked.




  He had his first twinge of annoyance to find it unlocked, but when he went in, turned on his torch and looked round the room he grunted with satisfaction and the warmth which greeted him told

  him that the builders had paid attention to his last instructions as to when he was arriving and lighted the solid fuel Aga cookery-stove.




  This was at the kitchen-end of the long living-room, the huge fireplace at the opposite end with a door beside it which led to the bedroom and the bathroom. He walked across the room, lighted by

  the headlights from the car. He opened the door, and put his hand on the latch of the second door immediately inside, which opened into the bathroom.




  Now the bathroom was going to be Robert’s pride and joy. There had been a nasty scullery, stone-built from at least a hundred years ago, jutting out from the back; it had a mean little

  window and a rusty corrugated-iron roof. ‘We’ll make it into a decent bathroom,’ the architect assured him. But wait a minute; the stonework was in perfect condition.

  ‘It’ll have to come down, of course,’ the architect had said, ‘to make room for a good big bath.’ But Robert knew what he wanted: ‘I don’t need a bath,

  they are enervating, I only use a shower. It will take a shower easily.’ It was obvious that it would take a shower but Robert was a tall man and the shower would have to be sunk slightly

  into the floor. He had a much better idea: glass bricks for a flat roof and a self-propelled ventilator for the tiny window! When he had done some measuring the architect rather grudgingly agreed

  that it was a splendid idea, he rather wished he had thought of it himself, but the next client . . .




  So now Robert irritably rattled the new decorative iron latch up and down and swore; it was bolted inside, but how could it be?




  It would only be bolted inside if whoever had bolted it were inside too.




  Banjo was gasping with excitement and joy; the master was pleased, his plan had succeeded, he was welcome; his excited breathing could have been heard a hundred yards off. Robert put his hand on

  Banjo’s black head: ‘Shh . . .’ He stood absolutely motionless and Banjo did likewise. For a full minute they stood, ears pricked for the slightest sound.




  Then Robert went back to the car and pulled out the provision basket, turned off the headlights and returned to the living-room, took out two candles from the basket and lighted them with the

  box of matches he had left ready in the car days ago, in case he forgot. He had bought two cheap enamel candlesticks too, of the kind the Victorians called chamber, of the correct shape to carry

  upstairs to bed. Carrying one, he went to the bathroom door and looked at it carefully; it was an oak door, as he had ordered, and it seemed to fit perfectly so that if there was anyone inside they

  would probably not see a glimmer of light showing through.




  Then he snatched at the iron catch and furiously rattled it up and down, so that anybody inside could not fail to hear the noise. He heard a sound. A voice. He stopped rattling and listened

  hard. He started rattling again and went on for a good minute. Then stopped.




  He indistinctly heard a screeching voice, probably asking who was there.




  Only in the nick of time did he remember that he was no longer Robert Cravenhead to people he met from now on, but Robert Escrick, which he had in fact been christened, with the Cravenhead to

  follow, but now to be obliterated.




  ‘It’s Robert Escrick,’ he shouted.




  While he waited for the expected question: Who are you? he thought he could take the candle round the back and, holding it to his face, he could show himself through the automatic ventilator or

  even see the face inside, but he instantly dismissed that idea because if any faces were to be visible, the ventilator would have to be revolving at top speed and if it were doing that, the flame

  of the candle would be blown out; in any case, there was not much wind.




  There was no reply and Robert retreated to one of the rocking-chairs beside the fireplace, pulled it round to face the bathroom door and sat down to think.




  It was quarter to eleven on the evening of the May day upon which he had planned to disappear from every aspect of the life he had always led, and start again, a new person. No, perhaps not, the

  same person with a new name. It had been a long and full day, at the end of which he was hoping to unpack the car to the extent he needed to, lock his door and go to bed, where he had assumed,

  without any doubt whatever, he was going to have a good long sleep.




  So what was the best thing to do now? In his bathroom was a woman with a weak voice and an unfamiliar accent, perhaps, but that was only guesswork since he had only heard what amounted to

  unconnected words.




  Banjo was ravenous, but when the master was thinking, he knew better than to mention his own needs; with a slight groan he settled himself down on the new elm floor which was not too cold.




  ‘Why the hell didn’t I have a lock fitted instead of the primitive latch and bolt? A lock could be dealt with from outside but nothing can be done about the bolt; even the frailest

  little bolts stand up to immense pressure and that olde Englishe bolt would withstand a bull-dozer almost.’




  He sat for another ten minutes; he rocked gently in this splendid modern rocking-chair of which he had bought two and he felt the relaxation which he had intended, even in this awkward

  situation. So much so that he decided that this problem had better be put off till morning; come the daylight all would be solved. Perhaps she would have slipped out.




  So he got up and so did Banjo, so excitedly that he was obliged to take out the wholemeal loaf and give him the lot. ‘I’m sorry, old man,’ he said once or twice, ‘no

  meat, but I’ll make up for it tomorrow.’




  At the kitchen-end was a sink unit, a set of drawers and counter, modern in concept but made entirely by hand and of modern oak rather than the pine used all over the place these days. He fitted

  the little gas cooker in the place intended for it, and the cylinder of gas with the rubber tube leading to it, below the counter. He turned it on and it worked; he took his coffee-pot and filled

  the percolator with coffee and put it on a low light where it blobbed slowly, making his coffee which he must always have in the morning, the instant he woke up. He found the whisky bottle and

  poured some into one of the thick glasses they always took for picnics.




  He brought in the bedclothes and the pillows and threw them on the built-against-the-wall bed. He was still wearing the suit in which he had spent this important day, and even though he was

  starting this new life he could not allow himself to sleep in it. He took it off and hung it up in the built-in cupboard, on the hanger he had brought with him. He dragged out his very old cords

  and put them on with a thick polo-necked jersey. He began to whistle. He had another glass of whisky and looked to see if Banjo had left any bread. He had not; the dog had now gone out to explore

  the wide open spaces. Robert ate a goodly hunk of real Cheddar cheese and felt quite inordinately happy.




  It was the whisky, of course, but it was other things too. He was here! It was that it had actually happened, and he had never really thought it would: he might have had a sudden coronary and

  died; he might have been run over as he crossed Princes Street to the luncheon; he might have been killed in a multiple accident on the motorway as he drove down. In that case he would be dead and

  his family would be bound to know all about his secretive plans and how petty they would seem; how shocked they would be that he spent so much care and paid so much attention to his own

  comfort.




  When people of sense, like, he hoped, himself decide to opt out, disappear, start a new life shedding all their previous commitments, friends, relations, dogs, the lot, they should do it with

  some kind of panache, swagger, style. Here in Cornwall he was no more inaccessible than he would have been at Kingston upon Thames. It was laughable, really, and he laughed.




  Well, he was known as a cheerful man on the whole, he laughed quite a bit in the ordinary way, but during these last two or three years there had not been anything to laugh at and he had felt

  himself developing the dry, unamused, typical businessman’s hoot.




  He had now lighted two more candles and, looking round his living-room, he laughed for pure and simple joy because it was so nice. The huge old refectory table he had bought in an auction at an

  old house near them in the country, one day when his wife was away; the twin benches that an antique-dealer had found for him, the two brand new rocking-chairs; they were exactly how he wished, the

  old blending with the brand new, and before going to bed he closed all the shutters which was the ultimate pleasure. Even his room at Oxford, forty years ago, had not given him so much

  pleasure.




  He blew out all the candles but one and lay in his bed waiting for Banjo to come in. He thought about the infestation in the bathroom, he could not take it seriously. Today was the day he

  reckoned to have stopped taking things seriously. Right, there was a woman or girl in the bathroom, locked herself in. The bathroom door was at right angles to the bedroom door, inside the bedroom,

  and his bed was against the wall at the end of the twenty-two-feet-or-so long room.




  Nobody other than an individual like Robert would settle for simply leaving her there and going off to sleep. Maybe she would creep out and away, once he slept, and he left the bedroom door open

  with this in mind.




  Or maybe not. But what else could he do but go to sleep? The nearest help of any kind could possibly be a good two miles and he was far too tired to drive off to seek someone with a tool

  suitable for opening bolted doors. There was no telephone, nor did he intend to have one fitted.




  Of course, he had his own tool-box but . . . no, he also had Banjo and Banjo’s whole existence was built upon his genius at frightening people out of their wits, if required to do so. He

  had never in his whole life bitten anybody because he had never had the need; if he was on guard he had only to snarl, or even to bark, to cause people to disappear over the horizon at top speed.

  He had one of those very low-pitched black, black barks which most evidently cried havoc.




  He was getting sleepy; without the menace in the bathroom, he would have left the front door ajar and let Banjo come home and lie down to sleep when he was tired of exploring, but now common

  sense made him get up and stagger to the door, whistle off and on for a minute, pat Banjo for being a good obedient boy coming when summoned, see him settled in front of the Aga and return to bed.

  This certainly meant that the bathroom occupant was not going to slip out unobserved; it was doubtful if Banjo would keep her trapped inside or rush out barking at her heels if she defied him at

  the door.




  The last thing he thought before sleep overcame him was that if the bathroom door opened in the morning and there was nobody inside, he must have started hallucinations due to pressure of work;

  he had often thought he might.










  Chapter Two




  WHEN HE WOKE at a quarter to eight, three-quarters of an hour beyond his usual waking-time, he had forgotten about the bathroom problem; he leaped out

  of bed and flung open the shutters and before him was spread the feast of reasons why he had come and his face bore traces of the small boy gazing with delight upon his Christmas parcels spread out

  for him beneath the Christmas tree. A small red sail was placed in the exact centre of the horizon, like the cherry in the middle of the cake for fun. It was as though the whole scene had been

  prepared for his delight, washed and polished, and he stood beating his bare chest with both hands and smiling delightedly; he must take it all in now because these fabulous mornings, more often

  than not, did not last.




  When he had to go to the bathroom he raised the latch, forgetting, and cursed loudly because it still did not open. He listened acutely with his ear close to the door. ‘Are you

  there?’




  There was some kind of reply, faint.




  ‘Speak up, I can’t hear.’




  There were more sounds which were unidentifiable.




  ‘I say – ’ he raised his voice – ‘if you’re in trouble I dare say I can help if you will unbolt the door.’ He waited and repeated three times, loud and

  clear as though addressing an idiot: ‘Unbolt the door!’ He had not tried the bolt inside because it had not been fitted when he was last down; the architect had simply showed him what

  he called ‘the luxury door furniture’ in excellent quality decorative black iron, and surely luxury door furniture should present no problem of opening. In a few moments after his last

  clear instructions to unbolt he heard the bolt being slowly pulled back and when the sound stopped he pulled up the latch and pushed the door open. There should, of course, have been a beautiful

  naked damsel reclining, but there was not; in any case, it would have been extremely difficult to recline at all in that small square space. The ventilator was blowing slowly round but did not

  prevent the stuffy, fusty smell which was clearly caused by the pathetic bundle crouching at his feet.




  ‘Idiot!’ he had thought a few seconds ago.




  She was a girl of sorts in an exceedingly weak state. She was wearing a very old leather coat, thick stockings and shoes which were much too big for her, and when she tried to stand up she

  clearly could not. He bent down and scooped her up and carried her to his bed, where he laid her down gently and arranged her arms and legs decently so that he might survey her.




  ‘Twitty Woo!’ he said unexpectantly. Twitty Woo was a village idiot at Robert’s old home in Westmorland and his first friend. He had surveyed her from his pram at the age of

  three and had been puzzled because she was different from other people in the village; their dog always barked madly whenever they met; he and Nanny used to aim blows at the dog with her umbrella.

  And one day she said to the gardener’s wife who happened to be walking to the village with her: ‘Aren’t dogs funny? They always know and bark hysterically when anybody’s

  different.’




  This Northern idiot of Robert’s youth was not by any means unpleasant to look at but she moved strangely with her legs curled round at twenty-five past six. She always seemed to have her

  hair in curlers and her face wore an expression which was a mixture of suspicion, shyness and sly. Later Robert saw her very often in church with her hair out of pins; it was golden and curly and

  fell around her shoulders. As she wandered about, sometimes with wild flowers in her hands, or carrying a very long black silk cat, she would make a noise in imitation of an owl. In later life when

  Robert would sometimes return to his family village to visit the aged parents, Twitty Woo was still around and seemed hardly to have aged at all; the grown-up Robert had often thought what a

  splendid Ophelia she would have made. The reason she appeared not to have aged was that her hair had the same quality but it was pale silver instead of pale gold, and since her mind was a blank she

  had no lines upon her face.




  Leaving this brand new Twitty Woo upon the bed, he went to turn on the gas to heat up the coffee he had made last night and sat in one of his new rocking-chairs to think as he drank it. There

  was no problem, really.




  He would have to find out from the builders where they kept the second lot of keys and why the door had been left unlocked. Perhaps it was because they had forgotten to instruct the men on the

  site regarding the exact time of the new owner’s arrival.




  The girl would have wandered along the shore from Carrioth, which was the nearest village and three miles away. It would have been easier and shorter by at least a mile to come by the sands and

  not along the winding road from the village. There was a twisting footpath up from the shore to the long low cottage where the Admiralty policeman had lived for a century or so, now being converted

  into a dwelling, and no doubt she was curious to see what the workmen had been doing with it all this time.




  But, of course, why lock herself in the bathroom and stay there for, perhaps, several days? To judge from her weakness she might have been there more than a day, even up to a week!




  Having finished his coffee he was full of energy, ideas, resource and efficiency; he would deal with this strange little problem with expertise, in the absence of any more important problem, for

  once. Well, he had another problem which he had put off till this actual day and it was what he was going to do about his wife Angela, who was at present having a holiday with her sister who lived

  in Sardinia. He would gladly put forward the Angela question yet again, he had intended writing to her as soon as she had left home two weeks ago but somehow . . . he had had a lot in hand!




  He made some toast and buttered a slice which he took in to Twitty Woo on a plate; he sat down on the bed and took a piece between his fingers and offered it with his kind smile. A shadow of a

  smile flickered across her face and she reached out for it. It was soon eaten and he went to pour out a mug of coffee; that, too, was acceptable.




  He picked up the clothes he had thrown about last night and disappeared into the bathroom with them. Soon there was the sound of the shower and the girl, looking much better, pulled herself up

  and, supported by her elbows, she looked round the room and seemed assured.




  Returning, Robert brushed his hair in front of the built-in looking-glass above the built-in dressing chest, admiring each item of furniture as he did so, then turned round and with the utmost

  kindness addressed himself to the waif.




  Getting information out of her was not easy but it was possible, particularly if you were someone who could so readily inspire confidence as Robert. She wanted to please him, to take the puzzled

  look off his face and cause the smile to appear that showed he was pleased. She strove, it was clear, to please.




  What was perfectly clear was that there had been something, somebody or some event that she had found intolerable. Whatever it was had frightened her very much indeed. She might well have died

  there in Robert’s bathroom, alone, rather than have had the experience repeated. All the artifice that the young Robert had devised for communication with his childhood friend Twitty Woo came

  flowing back to him over the years in the weirdest way. He could make her understand what he wished to say, but of course, to cause her to make him understand in return was a great deal more

  difficult. It did not seem possible for her to tell him how many days she had been in the bathroom nor what manner of horror had caused her to act as she did, but she left him fully aware of the

  seriousness of whatever it was that had happened.




  He soon felt she was tiring, her eyes started to slither away from him and she sank back against the pillows.




  He told her he would now go and take out and put away all the household things he had packed into the car and when he had tidied up he would take her into the village and she would point out to

  him where she lived with her mother? Sister? Brother? Aunt? No answer.




  He then went into his new bathroom and examined it carefully. It was quite lethal, he decided. The glass-block roof had been partly his idea and partly the architect’s. The latter was a

  pleasant young man called Jack Wither, delighted that his services had been required by someone who had the money to carry out all the ideas that he had to keep in cold storage in this unproductive

  countryside. The glass bricks had been fitted into a specially made iron frame and dropped over the walls like a lid on a storage jar. There should have been a bigger window but the ventilator

  fitted the old window space to perfection and seemed to be working admirably in its own draught; the walls and floor were beautifully tiled in sea-green tiles, there was no frame or curtain, simply

  the tiled floor with a drain like a pavement drain and a spray fixed on the wall, with an arm stretching out over the customer splashing about below. Delightful. But what about anyone locking

  themselves in and fire raging through the cottage?




  If the fire inspector called he could condemn the bathroom. But there was, of course, an easy answer: for the bathroom door to be fitted with a proper means of opening and shutting, not with the

  primitive and pretentious countrified iron latch but with two glass knobs and a keyhole straight through. And it would not be a bad idea to have a more fragile door, one you could kick down if

  necessary instead of a modern ‘luxury’ one, three inches thick, guaranteed not to start burning in case of direct flame for forty-five minutes.




  An hour passed before he was ready to leave. He saw she lay just as he had left her, almost lifeless. He leaned over and looked at her and she cringed away as though in fear. He did not want to

  lift her up and carry her but he could see no alternative; wasting no time over it, he did just that and dumped her on the passenger seat. Then he shut all the windows, locked the front door and

  jumped in the car beside her. Under the circumstances, he explained to Banjo, he could not come but must stay here and guard.




  With a population of two and a half thousand, Carrioth did not have a police station of any stature; there was a sergeant in charge, however, and he was sitting at his desk with his hat beside

  him when Robert entered and there was a strong smell of boiling cabbage. Robert always felt slight embarrassment when talking to a hatless bobby; he felt even more so this morning with:

  ‘I’ve got this girl in the car, Officer. I don’t know whether she’s a native of this village or not but when I arrived from London last night she was locked in my

  bathroom.’




  ‘Your name, sir?’




  ‘Robert Escrick, I bought a coastguard’s cottage up there, Zoygate. I’ve been having it repaired and so on this last year and I’ve come down now to take it over. The

  builders are Brown & Bright of Penzance and the architect is Jack Wither. They were informed a week or so ago that I was coming, I wrote to them myself, told them to have the stove lighted and

  gave them the date . . .’




  He realized as he was talking what an extraordinary story he had to tell. He found his front door shut, unlocked, no key and there was a girl in a locked bathroom!




  The sergeant was making notes and now he put down his pen and looked squarely at Robert. ‘Crum,’ he said, announcing his name, and then: ‘How long has she been

  there?’




  ‘How can I know? The door had a bolt inside, last night there was no getting her to pull it back. I simply had to leave things as they were. It was late and there is no electric light.

  This morning, she’s very feeble but she did succeed in pulling the bolt back and letting me in. I’d say she’s been there twenty-four hours, possibly even several days . .

  .’




  Wordless, the sergeant put on his hat and went outside. The girl was lying sideways now, unable to keep herself upright; the sergeant opened the door and pulled her upright. ‘There,

  there!’ he comforted as she let out a small scream. ‘Not to take on, you’re home and dry.’ He pointed to some cottages beyond the small row of shops. ‘She lives there.

  What’s to do, Biddy?’




  She moaned and shook her head.




  He turned to Robert: ‘She’s a bit . . .’ He tapped his head. ‘It’s Biddy Hallow; she lives with her grandmother. She wanders about all day long, mostly on the

  shore, collecting shells. She makes these shell boxes, y’know . . . all stuck over with shells, like. Her grandmother’s a bit of a . . . well, y’know . . . nutcase too. Why

  didn’t she report Biddy missing? She’s done this afore, quite often, I’d say, but never for long. You think she was in your bathroom as long as a week, sir?’




  ‘To judge by her condition it could well have been a week, that is if she was a reasonably fit person in the ordinary way. She may have been shamming, of course.’




  ‘Oh, she’s physically fit all right, walks miles along the shore finding shells; she takes a rum old basket with her; quite picturesque, the tourists think; she’s had dozens,

  hundreds of photographs taken with her basket on her arm and her hair all over the place. The sea maiden, one silly ass called her and asked her where her tail was. You’ll have noticed her

  legs aren’t quite . . . I reckon I dunno how she gets along at all. She’s a donkey of her own but as often as not she leaves him at home.’




  He removed his hat, scratched his head and put his hat back on. ‘Well, I don’t know . . . old Mrs Hallow goes to the parsonage all day, cooking and that, washing too. She’s not

  back afore teatime any day except Sunday. I dunno . . . I reckon . . .’




  He looked thoughtfully at Robert and Robert received his meaning; he hoped that Robert would drive round to the Parsonage and find Mrs Hallow. With rising irritation he opened the driving door

  and indicated to the sergeant that he had better climb in the back. But the sergeant was a busy man and could not leave his office and his telephone, with everything lying about all over the place.

  He went back inside and Robert was left with the girl Biddy eyeing him. Eyeing him. In what way? Just plain eyeing.




  He strolled up the village street and back; it was unprepossessing, sandy, a bit dull; everyone stared at him and he felt like a tourist, looked like one too, he had no doubt. He planned to use

  his old boots next time he came into the village, whitewash them first, take the laces out and bend the toes upwards, he might then fit into the picture better.




  There was a butcher just down a side street, he needed meat not only for his lunch but for Banjo. He went in and came out with steak and a pound of mince; not having any electricity, he had no

  freezer and it was made clear to him now that he would have to come down to the village every day . . . or starve. He bought potatoes, onions, carrots, frozen peas; he put them in the back of the

  car. He stamped impatiently just as the sergeant emerged briskly from his now tidy office.




  They were directed to the Parsonage by the sergeant leaning forward from the back and stating that the Parson would go stark staring mad if they went in round the front.




  If Robert had been a wandering playwright collecting characters, he would no doubt have been enchanted by Mrs Hallow, but Robert was revolted. She was the awful crone from a Christmas pantomime,

  croaking out evil oaths and curses and vanquished in the end by the Good Fairy. She wanted to know where Biddy had been and why; how she got there and whom she had been with; and she behaved as

  though Robert and the sergeant were two vile miscreants.
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