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  Chapter One




  When the voice she wanted answered, Joanna Prees said into the telephone: ‘Oh, is that you, Gerald? I’m so sorry to disturb you when you’re probably working,

  but father hasn’t come in yet. What d’you think I ought to do about it?’




  Gerald Hyland’s slightly grating, elderly voice replied: ‘Not come in yet? Edgar not come in yet? Edgar late for his dinner? Goodness me!’




  ‘No, Gerald,’ she said, ‘it isn’t a joke. At least I think it isn’t. I’m worried. I rang up the Haybox an hour ago, to find out if he was working late or

  something, and they said he’d left at the usual time.’




  ‘But what about Miss Winnpole then? Hasn’t she come back either? She always drives the car for him, doesn’t she?’




  ‘Not to-day. She didn’t go to work this morning. She’d a headache, she said. She’s been in her room all day.’




  ‘Hum! Then Edgar was driving the car himself. Perhaps after all you’ve got something to worry about, and perhaps I’d better come round so that we can put our joint brains to

  the problem. If only it weren’t raining quite so hard, and if only these damned camels weren’t giving me so much bother at the moment. . . . I hate to leave them, even for

  Edgar.’




  ‘Camels?’




  ‘Yes, camels,’ said Gerald Hyland. ‘I’m trying to make some camels file round a sanddune with ineffable, Oriental dignity, but they’re being very awkward about it

  – it’s in Chapter Seven. Well, I’ll be round in about five minutes. Don’t get too worried, my child, I’m sure there’s nothing wrong really.’




  That was at a quarter to nine.




  The storm had started about a quarter of an hour earlier.




  As Joanna put down the telephone she gave a sharp little hiss of a sigh. Staying where she was, seated on the arm of a chair, staring across the room with wide, rather resentful eyes, she let

  her hands fall together in her lap. She made no other movement.




  Joanna was twenty-three. She was a slim girl, very erect, with a conscious, nervous dignity. Her face was a narrow oval. There was no make-up on the white skin, but only on her mouth a warm, red

  splash of lipstick. Her eyes were brown, the kind of brown eyes that seem to be all iris, with a lustrous, slightly blank innocence in them. Above them she had strong, dark brows. But her hair was

  fair; its bright, smooth coils, rolled into a big knot on her neck, formed with her eyes and eyebrows a conspicuous, almost bizarre contrast. She was wearing shantung slacks, a silk shirt and

  sandals.




  The room in which she had done her telephoning and in which she was sitting in that uneasy posture on the arm of a chair, was a big room, panelled in light wood, furnished with armchairs and

  bookshelves. It had big windows, the sort of windows which, on the placards of an estate-agent, change a sitting-room into a sun-parlour. There was a clock on the mantelpiece, a ridiculous yet

  graceful object in an old gilt case with smirking cupids supporting it. While Joanna watched, five slow minutes passed on its enamelled face.




  Suddenly, when another three minutes had gone by, she jerked herself on to her feet. Going out into the hall, she flung the front door open.




  Beyond the porch the rain made a dense, leaden curtain. But even when the lightning cut great gashes in the streaming twilight there was no one in sight. The chalk track beyond the garden gate,

  supposed to be the main thoroughfare of the building-estate, was a river of grey-white slime. A steamy smell of drenched grass and soil met her nostrils, together with the tang of the sea. Here and

  there in the windows of the few other occupied bungalows lights were shining, but their gleam through the rain was faint and watery. The sea, beyond the rim of the cliffs, was a black cup of

  darkness round which the thunder rolled.




  A shudder went through Joanna’s body, and with a quick gesture she slammed the door shut again.




  The noise brought Mrs. Searle out of her kitchen.




  ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I thought that might be him.’




  Joanna shook her head. ‘But have your own dinner, Mrs. Searle, and I’ll dish up ours later. I don’t know how much later it’ll be. I’ve just rung up Mr. Hyland and

  asked him to come round. He’ll be here any minute now.’




  ‘Well,’ said Mrs. Searle, ‘I reckon you’re right, something must’ve happened.’ She went back into the kitchen.




  While another minute passed Joanna continued to stand in the tiled hall of the bungalow. Out of a round mirror on the wall her own eyes stared at her with a frowning look of apprehension.

  Meeting that look, the frown on her face grew deeper. She muttered something. For an instant she looked unspeakably depressed, almost as if she might cry in another moment. But she hardened the set

  of her mouth, so that eyes and mouth matched one another in resentment and exasperation. She turned to go back to the sitting-room.




  On the threshold she changed her mind, went to another door and knocked softly upon it.




  A voice answered indistinctly and Joanna pushed the door open.




  With curtains drawn, the room inside was in complete darkness. The wave of stuffiness, soaked in eau de cologne, that met her as she took a step forward, was like a pad clamped stiflingly over

  her face. She could see nothing. But, as she hesitated, the bed-springs creaked and a deep sigh rustled in the gloom. Someone seemed to be sitting up on the bed and fumbling about on the

  bedside-table. Something was knocked onto the floor; from the light thud and rattle that accompanied it, it sounded like a bottle of aspirins.




  Joanna asked of the darkness: ‘How are you, Peggie?’




  The husky voice of her father’s assistant and secretary replied: ‘I’m feeling rather better, thank you. I’ve been to sleep, I think. What time is it?’




  ‘About a quarter to nine. Shall I turn on the light?’




  But at that moment the hand that had been fumbling over the top of the bedside-table found the switch of the reading-lamp, and the light came on.




  ‘A quarter to nine!’ In the sudden light the woman on the bed clutched both hands over her eyes. ‘Then I’ve missed dinner. But how kind of you not to disturb me. This

  head of mine’s been simply dreadful all day. I don’t know how many aspirins I’ve taken. But my sleep’s done me a great deal of good. It really was sweet of you to leave me

  sleeping.’




  ‘We haven’t had dinner,’ said Joanna. ‘Father hasn’t come in yet.’




  Peggie Winnpole went on rubbing her eyes. Aged about thirty, tall and slackly built, she had fair, fluffy hair and a dull, unhealthy skin. At the moment she was wearing a cotton kimono over an

  artificial silk slip. Her hair looked damp and crushed. She had been lying on top of the counterpane, which she had rucked into a mass of creases.




  Rubbing away at her eyes, she said in a voice still stupid with sleep: ‘Quarter to nine . . . not come in . . .?’




  ‘I suppose he didn’t say anything to you about going anywhere after he’d finished working?’ said Joanna. ‘There wasn’t anyone he had to go and see? He

  didn’t give you any message you’ve forgotten to give me?’




  ‘Certainly not!’ Peggie groped for the spectacles that lay on the table. As she pushed them on over her eyes Joanna suddenly saw that it had not been only from a headache that Peggie

  had suffered that day; her eyelids were swollen and her cheeks were blotched with weeping.




  ‘But I don’t understand,’ said Peggie. ‘He always comes straight back.’




  ‘I telephoned the Haybox,’ said Joanna, ‘and they told me he’d left at the usual time.’




  ‘But then—’




  Suddenly what Joanna was telling her seemed to penetrate the drowsiness, the aspirins and the heavy aftermath of tears. In the bleared eyes behind the spectacles something was sharp and clear;

  it was panic.




  ‘He always comes straight home!’ cried Peggie Winnpole. Her voice was high and harsh. ‘You know he does. All this time I’ve been working under him – always.

  Something’s happened, Joanna, something must’ve happened.’




  ‘I’m rather afraid so myself,’ said Joanna.




  ‘Something’s happened – oh, God, something’s happened!’ Peggie floundered on to her feet. ‘I know it has, it must have, something terrible’s happened to

  him!’




  ‘If you’re feeling well enough, you might get dressed,’ said Joanna. ‘Mr. Hyland’s coming round; we can talk over with him what we ought to do.’




  ‘But I know something’s happened . . .’ On the last word Peggie’s high voice wobbled uncertainly, and it was almost in a mutter that she went on: ‘Something

  was bound to happen. I’ve had the most horrible feeling of foreboding, a dreadful sense of . . . Oh, God, I don’t know, but . . .’ Stopping, she pressed both hands to her

  forehead.




  Joanna’s cold stare was full of irritation at the hysteria that fanned the flame of her own anxiety. ‘What d’you mean, you knew something was bound to happen?’




  ‘Never mind,’ said Peggie Winnpole. ‘I know a lot more about your father than you do – and I understand him much better than you do.’




  ‘That wouldn’t be difficult.’




  ‘And I’m so terribly sorry for him!’ said Peggie in a low, tense voice.




  After a pause, looking at the floor, turning away, Joanna said: ‘All the same, I don’t see the point of working ourselves up until we’re certain something’s

  wrong.’




  ‘I’m not worked up in the least. I’m just facing the facts,’ said Peggie.




  ‘We haven’t the faintest idea what the facts are.’




  ‘Perhaps you haven’t.’ Picking up the crushed, cotton dress that had been hanging over the back of a chair, Peggie plunged head first into it.




  Joanna watched her contortions inside its folds with frigid antagonism. As Peggie’s head, with red face and touzled hair, came through the neck-opening of the dress, she remarked abruptly:

  ‘You’ve been crying, haven’t you?’




  Peggie turned to the mirror and started fastening the depressed, muslin jabot at her neck.




  ‘You have been crying,’ said Joanna.




  ‘It’s just my nerves,’ said Peggie. Her fingers were trembling slightly.




  ‘But what’s the matter?’




  ‘Nothing, nothing. Don’t you know anything about nerves? Don’t you know what they do to you? No, you don’t, you don’t know anything. You went to a grand, expensive

  school, and you went to Oxford, and now you’ve just come home from wonderful travels abroad, but heaven knows what the point of it all was, because you don’t know any more than

  a—’




  But here a recurrence of tears stopped her. She opened a drawer, took out a handkerchief and dabbed with it at her eyes.




  At the same moment there was a loud knock on the front door. Joanna went quickly to open it.




  With lightning blazing behind him, with thunder shaking the air, with the torrential rain like a wall of steel behind him, Gerald Hyland stood on the doorstep under a dripping umbrella.




  Certainly it was Gerald Hyland, although with the umbrella, the oilskins and gumboots, little of him but his gaunt height showed. But that was enough for recognition; not many men are six foot

  seven.




  As he lowered his umbrella his blue eyes in their deep sockets became visible, and the thick, grizzled hair cropped close to his bony head; the lower part of his face was still hidden in the

  turned-up collar of his oilskins.




  Joanna greeted him: ‘You said you’d only be five minutes!’




  ‘That’s right, five minutes – five minutes precisely.’ He stepped inside. Standing on the mat he extricated himself from gumboots and waterproof, then prodded about

  vaguely with his umbrella, looking for somewhere it could be left to drain in safety.




  Joanna took it from him and carried it into the kitchen.




  When she returned she found him tugging a pair of red leather slippers embroidered in gold thread and beads out of one pocket of the flannel suit that hung in loose folds on his spidery frame.

  He put the slippers on over the thick blue woollen socks that drooped in wrinkles round his ankles.




  ‘Now,’ he said, rubbing his damp hands together as he followed her into the sitting-room, ‘what’s it all about? What’s Edgar done or not done? What’s the

  trouble?’




  She held out cigarettes to him, but he shook his head and took a pipe out of his pocket.




  She took a cigarette herself and speaking round it as she lighted a match, told him: ‘It’s simply that father hasn’t come in yet.’




  ‘And you telephoned the Haybox, you say?’




  She nodded. ‘And it’s nothing to do with his driving the car. The car’s here; he went in by bus this morning.’ Between quick puffs at her cigarette, she added: ‘Am

  I being very stupid, Gerald, worrying because father’s two hours late getting home?’




  He took a look at the clock with the gilt cupids wantoning round its prim, enamelled face. ‘Two and a half hours,’ he corrected her, and frowned at the clock. ‘I don’t

  know, Joanna, I don’t know. He may just have run across someone he knows, or suddenly plucked up courage to go to the dentist and have a tooth stopped, or gone to the library and got

  engrossed in something, or gone into a pub and got involved in a metaphysical argument, or—’




  ‘Yes, Gerald,’ she interrupted with a smile, ‘if it was you it might be any of those things – and I shouldn’t be worrying.’




  ‘Hum, yes. Anyway,’ he said, ‘who told you he’d started for home at the usual time?’




  ‘The caretaker, Barnes.’




  ‘Well, are you sure he was taking the trouble to find out if Edgar was really there or not?’




  ‘Oh, yes, he told me to hang on and he’d go and see, and he took several minutes about it, then he came back to the telephone and said no, that definitely father wasn’t there

  still, and that the other porter said he’d seen him leave at the usual time, or a bit earlier if anything.’




  ‘I see.’ With an odd, folding-up movement Hyland lowered himself into a chair. His eyes dwelt thoughtfully on her face. Then he took the pipe out of his mouth and absent-mindedly

  wiped the mouthpiece against his flannel trousers.




  ‘It’s not only unreasonable, it’s inconsiderate!’ he exclaimed in his grating voice. ‘I’ve always said so. No one should be like that. I’ve told Edgar a

  dozen times it wasn’t fair on other people. I knew he’d never be influenced by being told how ridiculous it looked, but I did think he ought to listen if I explained how others were

  bound to suffer by it sooner or later.’




  ‘By what, Gerald?’




  ‘By the fantastic regularity of his habits, of course. As you said yourself, if it was I, who was two and a half hours late, you wouldn’t be worrying. The whole point is, it’s

  Edgar. And Edgar’s never late, or if he is he always telephones. But Edgar isn’t God, in spite of an occasional delusion that way, and even Edgar’s plans were bound

  to get upset by something or other sometime. I’ve tried to explain it to him. I’ve pointed out that the very smallest lapse on his part would cause untold anguish. But the pigheaded,

  self-satisfied old fool actually had the nerve to tell me that it was I who ought to improve my habits. The blundering, fat jackass!’




  She laughed. ‘I know all that. But what shall we do?’




  ‘Ah, yes, what shall we do? Well—’ He placed the tips of his bony brown hands together. ‘Telephone the police, that’s the first thing.’




  ‘And if they don’t know anything about him?’




  ‘There are the hospitals, the lunatic-asylums—’




  ‘Gerald!’




  ‘Well, he might have lost his memory, mightn’t he? Or suddenly decided he was a poached egg? I’ve always thought that about him myself, so I don’t see why he

  shouldn’t suddenly have come round to the same opinion. Or perhaps—’ But he stopped and gave her a long stare with his grave, mild eyes. The facetious note was gone from his voice

  when he continued: ‘Joanna, my child, tell me, is it simply because Edgar’s late getting home that you’re worried?’




  She nodded.




  He said insistently: ‘Simply that and nothing more? Isn’t there something at the back of your mind all the time?’




  She frowned at the cigarette in her hand. ‘No. Why should there be?’




  He shrugged his gaunt shoulders. ‘I suppose because I’ve been worrying about him a bit myself. There’s been something wrong with Edgar this last year or two – I mean

  something that isn’t his digestion, or his rheumatism, or his arthritis, or his catarrh, or his blood-pressure, or anything like that. It’s somehow his nature that seems to have

  altered. D’you know what I mean?’




  She did not answer. She strolled across the room and tugged at the cord that drew the wine-red curtains together across the windows.




  Hyland was continuing: ‘I suppose I might have done something about it – talked to him you know, taken him to concerts or something. That would have been a good idea, wouldn’t

  it – classical concerts? There’s nothing so soothing and inspiring as good music. Of course I’ve only just found that out for myself. Really if I hadn’t seen that gramophone

  going cheap at Schmelzer’s last month, music might never have come into my life. But I never can resist a bargain. However, what I was going to say was, I’ve been here living almost

  next door to Edgar for years, and the change in him seems to have come on pretty gradually, so that I’ve never concentrated much attention on it. But you’ve been away a lot; it’s

  been different for you. I’ve thought once or twice during this fortnight you’ve been home that you looked as if things here had been a considerable shock.’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said vaguely.




  Through the gap still left between the curtains the lightning gave her a dizzy glimpse of grass and road and desolate bungalows. She tugged at the cord again and the curtains swung together.




  She went on: ‘It’s true that somehow I don’t seem to know him any more. Perhaps it’s my own fault. I’ve done a good bit of changing myself, I expect – only at

  my age that’s more or less routine. But Gerald, he seems so bitter and impatient and suspicious – I don’t think he used to be like that. And he seems so aggressively proud of all

  that he’s done for me, and to need me to thank him for it over and over again. And at the same time he seems frantically disappointed in me.’




  ‘I know he was disappointed that you didn’t do better at Oxford. Failing your degree was a rather bitter blow to him. Incidentally,’ – he looked at her curiously –

  ‘why didn’t you do better? I’d always thought you were a quite clever girl.’




  She gave a flat little laugh. ‘Wine, woman and song – me being the woman.’




  ‘I see. And it was carrying on in that tradition, was it, that you got yourself engaged to be married twice and broke it off both times? You know, speaking dispassionately, you

  haven’t made such a promising start to your young life.’




  ‘But it seems to be on father’s mind all the time,’ she cried, ‘that I’ve let him down, wasted everything he’s given me! And having Peggie Winnpole here

  doesn’t help things, because she resents all the things I’ve had and keeps hinting to father that I’m not really grateful and don’t really appreciate it. The thought that

  perhaps that’s so – but it isn’t, Gerald, it isn’t! – but the thought that it might be seems to drive him right out of his mind. I can’t understand it, I simply

  can’t understand anything.’




  He shook his head gravely. ‘I ought to have looked into all this before. I’ve been criminally negligent.’




  She said impatiently: ‘We ought to be doing something.’




  Abruptly Gerald Hyland unfolded himself on to his feet. ‘True. And the first thing’s the police, and if that’s no good, the hospitals. And then I’m afraid there’ll

  be nothing for it but going out into the rain and seeing if we can pick up a rumour. That’s what a search party always has to search for – a rumour. How I wish this cursed storm would

  stop, it makes the whole business so infernally melodramatic. Would you like me to tackle the telephone?’




  Without waiting for an answer he crossed to it, his red and gold slippers slapping on the floor.




  Picking up the instrument, he said into it: ‘Police.’ Then he grinned at Joanna. ‘You know, if the Winnpole woman weren’t at home I’d say he’d eloped with

  her; he’s got such a high opinion of that piece of chewed – Eh?’ This was to the telephone. ‘I said police. Po-lice. I want the police-station, and quickly for a change.

  Quickly – the house is on fire . . . What? . . . No, my dear fellow, I never said anything about the fire-station, I want the police-station.’




  The sitting-room door opened. It was Mrs. Searle. ‘Shan’t I dish up now?’ she said. ‘The dinner won’t keep for ever.’




  But Joanna, with her gaze on Gerald Hyland, gestured to her not to interrupt. The housekeeper, with a shrug, was turning away, when the high voice of Peggie Winnpole broke in on them from the

  hall: ‘Joanna – he’s come! There’s a car just stopped at the gate!’




  The next moment, as the fireman in the fire-station in the neighbouring town of Asslington was picking up the telephone and saying Hullo to Gerald Hyland, there came a volley of knocks on the

  front door of the bungalow.




  Peggie Winnpole was nearest to the door. She flung it open.




  A young man stood there.




  He was a slender young man of about twenty-seven, in clothes that were sodden and smeared with mud. He started to say something.




  But Peggie, clutching at him, gasped in a hissing whisper: ‘Oh, my God, Gordon, what have you done?’




  ‘Shut up!’ he said fiercely, and turned to speak to Joanna.




  But Joanna pushed past him and ran straight out into the rain.




  At the gate stood a small saloon car. Around its wheels eddied the swirling, grey-white mud, rain put a glossy finish on to its worn paint. Beside it, at one of its open doors, two men were

  gently levering out from the back seat the stout, limp form of Edgar Prees.




  Joanna said: ‘What’s happened?’




  Her voice was surprisingly calm.




  One of the men replied: ‘Suppose we finish getting him indoors and then explain. Kind of damp out here for explanations, that’s what I think about it.’




  He was a big man with wide shoulders and a powerful look to his body. He was no one Joanna had ever seen before. As she took a startled look into his face he grinned at her. His face was a long

  one, sallow as a gypsy’s, with a gypsyish ferocity about its dark brows and beaked nose.




  He said: ‘He isn’t really hurt, you know. It’s only shock.’




  Joanna turned and went swiftly back into the house. She gestured the others away from the doorway.




  ‘Bring him in here,’ she said.




  As the two men came in after her with her father supported between them she led them into the sitting-room. Water dripped from their clothes as they trod across the carpet, and their feet ground

  chalky mud into the soft, grey pile.




  As they laid her father down on a divan the tall man glanced at the track of their footsteps, and with the same sardonic, rather wolfish grin remarked: ‘Lucky it isn’t a crime

  we’re committing, isn’t it? Those footprints’d make it a lot too easy to reconstruct.’




  Joanna had stood still in the middle of the room. She did not approach any closer to the divan. There was something peremptory and hard about her, as if she were more concerned with her own

  attitude in an emergency than in the emergency itself.




  A bluish pallor covered her father’s face. It was a fleshy face with pouchy eyelids and a small, precise mouth. He was of medium height but thick in the limb with a soft, shapeless

  fleshiness over his bones. Mud was smeared over his face and his clothing. There was mud on the bald top of his head. His pince-nez were missing.




  The tall man said again: ‘It’s only shock. If you can get him to bed with hot-water bottles and things, and a nice cup of tea, he’ll be all right in no time.’




  ‘Mrs. Searle,’ said Joanna. She looked over her shoulder at the others who crowded in at the door. ‘Mrs. Searle, can you start seeing to that? And Gerald, can you help me

  getting father to bed? Or perhaps Gordon would help you while I telephone for a doctor.’ She looked at the dark-faced stranger again. ‘What happened?’




  For an instant he hesitated. Then he said: ‘It was a car-accident.’




  ‘Where? How did it happen?’




  At that point Gerald Hyland came forward. Holding out his hand first to one stranger, then to the other, he said in his harsh but genial voice: ‘We can find out all the details presently,

  my dear. As you suggest, Gordon and I will get Edgar to bed, and you, I think, might get some whisky for these two very wet gentlemen. Details are never very important when everyone’s so

  wet.’ Stooping, he started to work an arm under his friend’s shoulders. ‘Come on, Gordon, lend a hand.’ He looked up. ‘Where’s Gordon?’




  Gordon Weedon was out in the hall, standing on the doormat, trying to wipe some of the heavy, white mud from his shoes. He said: ‘I’m coming,’ and went on wiping his shoes.




  Hyland made clicking, impatient sounds with his tongue.




  Gordon Weedon repeated: ‘Coming – just coming.’




  But before he reached the door of the sitting-room someone else plunged through it. Thrusting past Joanna, Peggie flung herself down on her knees beside the divan. She tried to speak, but what

  she said was lost in a violent gush of weeping.




  With a blaze of fury on her face Joanna cried: ‘Get out of the way – get out and keep quiet!’




  ‘For God’s sake, everyone keep quiet.’ In a wheezy tone of disgust, the words came through the blue, pinched lips of the man on the couch.




  Complete quiet descended on everyone in the room.




  The thick eyelids had lifted a little. Between their wrinkled folds the eyes that showed were glazed with weariness. Their gaze shifted slowly from one face to another. Again a few words were

  squeezed through the blue lips. ‘I am not a peepshow,’ said Edgar Prees, ‘and even in my present, no doubt comical condition, I resent being treated as such. I have no interest in

  any of you at the moment and should be grateful if you would attempt to veil your – momentary – intense interest in me. I’ve had enough of you all.’ His eyes, with their

  dull, tired stare, fastened on Joanna. He added: ‘I owe nothing to anyone.’ Then he sighed with a sound of self-pity and the thick eyelids dropped again.




  Gerald Hyland said explosively: ‘Well, I’m damned, if that isn’t exactly like Edgar!’




  Peggie Winnpole, staggering to her feet, turned to Gordon Weedon and buried her face against him.




  Gordon Weedon, who was engaged to be married to Peggie Winnpole, had stooping shoulders and moved in the heavy and clumsy way that goes with an unmuscular build. His face was pale, with a

  worried, self-absorbed look in the eyes. His ears were large and stood out at a wide angle from his head; his hair went back from his forehead in little ridged waves. He started patting

  Peggie’s head with one hand, but his worried stare went past her to the face of the man on the couch. As Hyland made more clicking, impatient noises, he disentangled himself from

  Peggie’s hold and came forward.




  Between them he and Gerald Hyland removed the unco-operating form of Edgar Prees to his bedroom. Peggie disappeared into hers. Joanna went to the dining-room.




  Returning in a few minutes with glasses and a decanter, she met the look of the tall, dark man. He and his companion were standing with their backs to the fireplace, as if that, in spite of the

  fact that no fire was even laid in the grate, were the best place to steam themselves dry.




  Joanna set the tray down on a table. When she had poured out the drinks she remarked: ‘I don’t quite know whether to thank you, or – just to ask for the details.’




  ‘Meaning,’ said the dark man, ‘was it us who ran him down?’ He gave his wolfish grin again. ‘It wasn’t.’




  ‘Then,’ she said, ‘thank you – thank you far more than I can possibly say. I’ll never be able to make my thanks sound as earnestly meant as they are; they’re

  always such difficult things to get across convincingly. But please believe I’m as grateful as a person can be.’ She brought the glasses across to them. ‘And now, if you

  don’t mind, I’m going to telephone.’




  ‘For a doctor?’




  She nodded.




  But she had not yet succeeded in drawing the attention of the man at the exchange when she put the instrument down again.




  ‘I’d forgotten,’ she said, ‘Dr. Jones is away, and his partner’s no good; he’s always half-drunk. I wonder who else there is.’ She stood frowning, then

  she picked up the small, local directory and began a search through its pages.




  ‘Er –’ It was the dark man again.




  She glanced up at him questioningly.




  ‘Er, the doctor.’ He was shifting his feet; he seemed oddly uncomfortable. ‘You say he’s away, the one you usually have? That means that the one you’re going to

  call up is someone you don’t really know? I mean, you don’t know much about what kind of a man he is?’




  ‘What d’you mean?’ she asked abruptly.




  ‘Well,’ he said uneasily, ‘if you don’t really know him, you can’t tell, can you, whether he mightn’t –? I mean, he might be the sort of chap who

  insists on making trouble – or something. That’s to say, if you don’t know him, you can’t tell what he’ll do. And,’ – he swallowed some of the whisky

  – ‘I don’t believe there’s anything really wrong with your father.’




  She crossed the room and planted herself before him. ‘What really happened?’ Her voice was hard and sharp. ‘It wasn’t a car-accident, was it?’




  He stroked a hand thoughtfully over his long chin and looked into her face.




  She repeated: ‘It wasn’t a car-accident!’




  He gave a sigh. ‘No,’ he said, ‘it wasn’t a car-accident.’ Then he went on: ‘Look here, sit down. Have some of that whisky yourself. I’ll tell you all

  about it; I’m sure that’s the best thing to do. That young fellow out there, Gordon Somebody, he suggested we should stick to the story it was a car-accident, and in some circumstances

  it might have been a good idea. But having seen you, I should think you can stand the facts, and if you can it’s far better for you to have them. They may always need acting upon.’




  ‘What facts?’




  ‘I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you the whole thing – that’s to say, all we saw of it, because we didn’t come into it till nearly the end. It’s only from that

  young chap Gordon Whatsit that we heard the part about how your father started walking home from Asslington, and—’




  ‘Walking home? Did you say my father started walking home from Asslington?’




  ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘that’s what we were told.’




  ‘But it’s five miles – and he never walks anywhere.’




  ‘Well, it’s what we were told. As I was saying, we only saw the end bit of it. You see, we were down on the beach. We were sitting down there, throwing pebbles at the sea, having a

  day in the country. Some work I’d been doing had been getting badly stuck, and I’d had the idea that some green grass and sea air might unstick the brain again – anyway, there we

  were. You see, not having any definite idea of where we wanted to go, we’d thought we’d see what Asslington was like. Well, as a matter of fact, we didn’t think much of it; in

  spite of its Botanical Gardens, its charm, I think, is overrated, and so we’d pushed on a bit further, and there we were, about halfway between Asslington and here, down on the beach. So when

  we heard the voice yelling we had to scramble all the way up the cliffs, which wasn’t easy with the storm coming on so suddenly – you know how it started this evening, bang out of

  nothing. Still, we were just in time, and it was lucky we were too, because I don’t think that young man would have been able to hold out much longer; your father’s a good

  weight.’




  ‘But d’you mean—?’ She stopped. She sat down in an armchair. ‘I don’t understand at all,’ she said.




  ‘Course you don’t, miss.’




  Joanna gave a slightly surprised glance at the second stranger. It was the first time he had spoken since he had come into the room. A small man, two inches shorter at least than she was

  herself, with a resilient-looking plumpness and a round, pink face that had been only indecisively moulded into features, he wore a shabby blue suit, pointed patent leather shoes and a high-necked

  sailor’s jersey.




  He repeated with a wide, amiable smile: ‘Course you don’t understand, miss. Toby here – his name’s Toby Dyke and mine’s George – he can’t ever express

  himself really coherent like to a young lady. Reckon it was one of the faults in his early upbringing. All that happened this evening – I’ll tell you in a word – was that the old

  gentleman was tryin’ to chuck himself over the edge of the cliff, and that young chap with the big ears was stoppin’ him. Then Toby and me turned up and finished the business of

  stoppin’ him. Believe me—’ He gulped down some whisky, and as the man called Toby Dyke turned on him with a scowl, concluded blandly: ‘That’s absolutely all there was

  to it.’




  ‘You damn fool, George,’ said Toby Dyke.




  Joanna’s eyes had widened a little. The slightly blank look in them was at that moment more than ever pronounced. Her stare went between the two men, to be held by the smirking cupids that

  supported the clock on the mantelpiece.




  Toby Dyke started again, hurriedly: ‘As I was saying, it was when we were down there on the beach that we heard a voice shouting “Help!” It was right over our heads. It went on

  shouting, and so—’




  ‘And so,’ said Joanna slowly, ‘he was trying to throw himself over the edge of the cliffs.’




  ‘Well,’ said Toby Dyke apologetically, ‘that does seem to have been what was happening. When we heard that shouting we went mountaineering up the face of the cliff, and when we

  got to the top, there in the rain, right at the edge, were two men, fighting like fiends. It was too wet and too dark for us to see what they were really up to, but we managed to get them apart. It

  was the young one who’d been doing the shouting, and the moment we’d separated them he started thanking God we’d been in time, because he didn’t think he’d have been

  able to hold out much longer. Your father just lay there. The moment he stopped struggling he simply collapsed. The young man told us where he belonged, and we got him into the car, and the young

  man came along with us to show us the way, and told us how it had happened. Seems he works under your father, and he’d been worrying about him for some time, and something that

  happened to-day made him worry particularly; so when your father set off for home on foot, he followed, and then when your father suddenly made for the edge of the cliffs and looked as if he were

  going to take a dive off them, he grabbed him. He saved your father’s life all right.’ He stopped, regarding her rather anxiously.




  Joanna was looking down, her wide-eyed gaze fixed on a scrap of mud that clung to the grey carpet.




  She asked in a stiff, hesitant voice: ‘Didn’t my father – say anything at all – until what he said when he got here?’




  An unamused smile pulled his mouth crooked. ‘As a matter of fact, he did. He said one thing. He said: “Why the something hell can’t you keep your something noses out of other

  people’s business instead of helping this something something with his devil’s work?” It was just then he fainted. I should think on the whole that simplified things for

  us.’




  The short man in blue made another remark: ‘Mind you, lady, I kind of sympathised. Suicide is a bloke’s own business.’




  Suddenly Joanna clenched her hands and drummed with them on the arms of her chair. ‘I won’t stand it,’ she cried violently. ‘He’s got no right to treat me like

  this. Did you see how he looked at me and then said he didn’t owe anyone anything? He meant he didn’t owe me anything. He meant I’m such a disappointment to him after all

  he’s done for me – but what has he done for me, except go on working in that old Haybox, which he loves for its own sake more than he’s ever loved anything in the world? –

  But he can’t ever think about anything but what he’s done for me and my ingratitude, and . . .’ She dropped both hands limply into her lap. ‘No,’ she said quietly,

  ‘it can’t really be that. No . . . he wouldn’t really try to kill himself, would he, just to show me he thinks I’m so ungrateful he doesn’t owe it to me even to

  live?’




  Toby Dyke was looking at her in some astonishment. As if to find some remark to make, he said: ‘Did you say he works in a Haybox?’




  George said thoughtfully: ‘Reckon that’ll be the name of a night-club or somethin’ in Asslington.’




  At that there came a great guffaw of laughter from the doorway. Gerald Hyland, edging his overhanging form round the door, exploded: ‘Night-club – Edgar boss of a night-club!

  Goodness me, that’s the best thing I’ve heard for years.’




  He came forward into the room. He beamed at everybody. He crossed to the table and stood looking down pensively at the whisky decanter.
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