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  Chapter One




  THE WEATHER that Thursday night was as temperamental as a prima donna. At one instant the moon shone brilliantly, painting houses and trees with a

  silver brush, the next it vanished behind a cloud and passers-by on the far distant earth were obscured in shadow. There was no wind, but the forecast said rain to come.




  May Forbes, 49, unwed and envying no man, came down the sixty-two steps from her apartment, a small covered basket in her hand and two sixpences concealed in her fabric glove. She turned away

  from the town and headed in the direction of a wild piece of land known as Broomstick Common. Rumour said there had once been a coven of witches there, and even if they’d gone they’d

  left their cats behind. Cats of every sort and colour, wild as young tigers, thin as the proverbial rail. May might have paraphrased Captain Cuttle—Cats are my passion. One day, when she

  retired, she’d have a tiny place of her own, with a handkerchief of garden. You couldn’t keep a cat in a bed-sitter, cooker on the landing and all sanitary facilities shared with the

  tenants on the floor below.




  But until that time she was contented with her job at the Misses Robinsons’ Drapery Store in Wells Street, and life was full of interest. How full it was going to be within four-and-twenty

  hours she couldn’t guess.




  Across the street old Mrs. Politi, the immensely stout, self-styled widow of a Soho restaurateur, pulled back her curtain to watch her neighbour go. After Signor Politi

  disappeared after the war—the ribald said she’d overlaid him and he’d got swept away with the rest of the rubbish—the Council put a compulsory purchase order on the

  premises, so Mrs. Politi, undeterred by presumed widowhood, adopted an anglicised form of address—she’d been Signora in Soho—took over the lease of an old rag-shop that

  wasn’t much more than a showroom, open to the street with a counter at the back, and filled it with crockery, glass, ornament, mostly picked up at sales and street markets. Aladdin’s

  cave it was derisively called, but May, defending her friend, reminded detractors that that cave had contained the Magic Lamp.




  She and Mrs. Politi met when May bought half-a-dozen cracked saucers at a penny apiece—for her cats, she explained.




  “You have cats—here?” Mrs. Politi was horrified.




  “On the Common. They live quite wild and of course no one feeds them. They have to scavenge for themselves and there can’t be much that would appeal to a cat. They’re much more

  delicate feeders than dogs, so they’re mostly half-starved.”




  “So you feed them?” Mrs. Politi repeated scornfully. “You think they grateful?”




  “I don’t expect them to be grateful,” retorted May, surprised at the suggestion. “And if you think they’re fierce, ask yourself what sort of an example the human

  race has been giving the animal world for the past thirty years.”




  “So now cats eat off plates, like Christians,” jeered the fat old woman, wisely relinquishing the point to May, who was too polite to enquire who else would be likely to want cracked

  penny saucers and odd ones at that. She was amazed that there should be a market for such trash. Half the goods on show were labelled Cracked or Damaged, even the simpering china shepherdesses were

  minus hands, and there was a great funeral urn that looked as though a giant had bitten a piece out of the rim.




  Mrs. Politi followed her train of thought and was in no whit offended by it.




  “Nothing you can’t sell if it’s cheap enough,” she declared. “Like those women pay a pound for a hat started at six pounds, they don’t stop to ask when can

  they wear such a hat, it is a bargain. So—they see a nice bowl—real class—ten shillings. They don’t stop to ask, What use to me? A bargain, see?”




  “I suppose there are a lot of fools going about,” May conceded.




  “You one of them,” Mrs. Politi retorted. “Toil and moil for those old maids when any of the big shops in the High Street pay you half as much again.”




  “I’m an old maid myself,” said May. “And I couldn’t bear to work at one of the big shops, all branches of something bigger still, no—no individuality. With

  the Miss Robinsons . . .” She paused.




  “You someone? Ho, yes. Someone to be trampled on, taken advantage of.”




  “Miss Alice and Miss Phyllis don’t trample. It’s like—it’s almost like having a family of my own. I haven’t anyone, you know, except a niece married in

  America, and she only sends a card at Christmas. I don’t suppose she tells anyone her aunt works in a shop.”




  “And when the shop close down?” Mrs. Politi had asked that question only to-night, when May looked in on her way back from work in case there were any scraps to go in her cat basket.

  A frugally-run household of one didn’t leave much over, though Miss Phyllis was very good about giving her bits now and again, anything her precious pigeons wouldn’t eat. And every

  evening she stopped at Mr. Liverseed, the fishmonger, to exchange a few coppers for offal, bones and fish-heads and sometimes fish even he wouldn’t dare try to sell.




  “All this fuss about a lot of blasted cats!” said Mr. Liverseed reprovingly. “And half the people in the world not having enough to eat.”




  “You convince me that these scraps will go to Biafra if my pussies don’t get them,” retorted May spiritedly, “and of course I’ll waive their claim. But you and I

  both know they won’t. They go into the offal-bucket . . .”




  It was no wonder she was an old maid, thought Mr. Liverseed sourly. No man likes a woman who knows all the answers. But, since he liked his coppers as much as Mrs. Politi did, he wrapped up the

  rather smelly parcel and took his payment.




  It was after calling at his shop that May rang Mrs. Politi’s bell. To-night Mrs. Politi surprised her by giving her a quite sizeable piece of rabbit. True, the rabbit was a bit

  “high,” but cats who live on commons and haunt rubbish tips can’t be choosers, and even human beings sometimes liked their food, game for instance, in a state that May, down to

  earth as always, frankly considered rotten.




  Mrs. Politi asked after Miss Alice, the older of the two sisters, who had recently had a stroke.




  “She’s getting along quite well,” declared May, undaunted. “It was only a little stroke.”




  “One little stroke followed by one bigger stroke,” nodded Mrs. Politi. (When Arthur Crook met her a little later on he said, “There’s one won’t give even the Angel

  Gabriel best, and if he knows his onions he won’t waste time trying.” But at that stage May had never heard of Mr. Crook, and if anyone had told her she was going to meet him that very

  night she would hardly have believed him.)




  “She doesn’t step out quite the way she did,” May began, and Mrs. Politi said, “That one don’t step no further than her coffin one fine day and that

  soon.”




  “Miss Phyllis and I manage quite well.” May refused to admit that trade was on the decrease, they were still covering expenses, and it’s nature for tides to ebb and flow.

  “And that nephew . . .”




  “That nephew!” Mrs. Politi nodded sagely. “He never come in twenty years, why he come now?”




  “Because Miss Phyllis wrote to him and told him about her sister. He must have the right family feeling, because he came over from Canada straight away. He’d gone out there about

  three years ago, after his father died, to make his fortune, he said.”




  “Maybe he don’t find no fortune in Canada.” There was no hushing Mrs. Politi’s scepticism.




  “He must be crazy if he thinks he’s going to find it here,” retorted candid May. “I don’t mean that we don’t get on quite comfortably, but then we’re

  three old maids, and what would be sufficient for us would probably seem very short commons to an enterprising young man.”




  “Why he never come before he go to Canada?”




  “I’m not perfectly sure,” May acknowledged, “and naturally I can’t ask Miss Phyllis about her family affairs, but I don’t think her father approved of Mr.

  Hardy. I remember her telling me once that she never saw her sister after the marriage—Mr. Hardy had some sort of business in the North . . .”




  “The North Pole?” enquired Lilli sarcastically. “Trains run from the North—no?”




  “If there’d been trouble at the outset—never darken my doors again, and between you and me, Lilli, old Mr. Robinson sounds exactly the sort of person who would say such a

  thing—well, there might be some delicacy . . .”




  Lilli snorted. It was like hearing a whale turn over in its sleep.




  “And I don’t think the business can have been very successful,” continued May, steadily. “Perhaps that was why Mr. Robinson didn’t approve of the

  match—because why should Jack go out to Canada as soon as his father died? He met another Englishman en voyage and they were going to try their luck together. You mustn’t think

  he ignored his aunts,” she added, quickly. “He wrote, not very frequently, of course, but birthdays and Christmas, and sometimes picture postcards. Miss Alice loved those, and

  she’s kept them all. After her sight began to get weaker she liked to have the letters read over to her, I’m sure I almost know them by heart, and Linda Myers used to read them to her

  too, though it can’t have been very exciting for a young girl, but though she wasn’t very much good in the shop, she was very kind to Miss Alice.”




  “Ho!” sniffed Mrs. Politi. “Miss Alice make it worth her while.”




  “You know what they say,” declared May, who for all her gentle appearance wasn’t easily discouraged, “nothing is for free. And then,” she hurried on, “when

  Miss Alice had her stroke Miss Phyllis wrote to tell Jack, and he came over at once, he said he could leave the business in his friend’s hands for a little while. I don’t think he meant

  to be away so long, but Miss Phyllis has come to depend on him—the man of the family—you understand.”




  “Men!” snorted Lilli.




  “And he’s given his aunts so much pleasure, he helps with the accounts and sits with Miss Alice, she doesn’t come into the shop much any more, and he’s taken her out in

  his jalopy, as he calls it, which is a great treat for her. She always loved her little walks . . .”




  Mrs. Politi threw up her hands. “Oh, May, you too simple to live. Young men don’t come half over the world because an old lady they wouldn’t recognise have a stroke. You think

  him an eagle, soaring (she rolled her r’s in a way that aroused May’s admiration) in the blue, so close to Heaven. I tell you, he a vulture. One day soon you find the boards up and you

  out of work.”




  “Then Miss Phyllis and I will have to put up a little stall on the pavement, won’t we?” said May. “Or we might get a corner in the Market.”




  Mrs. Politi would have shrugged her shoulders if her neck hadn’t been so short her head was sunk between them.




  “You go to your cats!” she cried. “They fit company for you. And when they tear you limb from limb, maybe you remember what I say.”




  May bustled off, a little cottage-loaf of a woman, rosy as an apple—must have been pretty as a girl, Mrs. Politi thought, but May had calmly accepted a difficult, not to say curmudgeonly,

  male parent as her duty and thought how fortunate she was to have her own home. And after he died and left her with nothing she had fallen on her feet once more and got this job with the Misses

  Robinson. Like a new home, and in a small shop you soon got acquainted with the regulars. And then she’d always been clever with her hands, she did repairs, lining, lengthening and shortening

  skirts, according to the fashion, replacing zips, taking in coats when their owners shrank with the years and, where possible, letting them out when the reverse process happened. A full, pleasant

  life, with Wednesday half-day closing. On Wednesdays she and Mrs. Politi generally went to the local cinema, and afterwards to The Pilgrim’s Progress for a drink and so to a trattoria where

  Mrs. P. talked to the proprietor in his native tongue, and they got special service. Saturday was choir practice for the chapel, and Sunday nights, of course, it was chapel itself. But the other

  four evenings she trotted along to the Common bringing whatever she’d been able to salvage for her beloved cats.




  She stopped at the top of the main road to get the carton of milk—she always brought two sixpences in case the first proved to be a rejected coin, or the machine was out of order and took

  the money but didn’t yield the milk—then she crossed the main street, walked down beyond the library, the chemist, the tobacconist, crossed another road and it was like finding yourself

  in a different world. For some years now local Councillors had been suggesting the site should be drained and used for building, to be opposed by other Councillors who pointed out that such a

  course would involve considerable expense, that there was no other place to dispose of moribund cars, that there was a rubbish tip extensively used, and, most of all, that the far end of the site

  overlooked the canal, which was as neglected as the rest of it. Even lovers and tramps didn’t come here much, it was too uncomfortable. The dumped cars had been stripped of everything usable,

  and no one cared about them any more except some of the local children, and they were never in evidence after dark. Even romantic May didn’t pretend she could recognise individual cats.

  Mostly they were streaks of darkness flying from shadow to shadow. “Probably the rats eat your food,” Mrs. Politi had suggested, but May said she’d never seen any rats there. Of

  course there might be water-rats in the canal, but they were rather pretty things, with blunt noses and rounded furry ears. “You!” cried her friend once, stung to annoyance. “You

  argue with the Lord God Himself and you see where that get you.”




  But one cat in particular she had come to know, a little white creature, light as a snowflake and so small she seemed scarcely larger than a kitten, yet this same cat had recently littered and

  there were five little bunches of fur who would one day, if they were enabled to grow up, join the population on the Common. May was certain that that thin form couldn’t possibly provide

  adequate sustenance for the family, and she had started to bring an extra allowance of milk for the mother, and put down twice as much fish and meat as before. She came very carefully through the

  bushes, slipped out and set her saucers and vanished again like a shadow. The moon that had hitherto been very bright now moved languidly behind a cloud, but she thought that all to the good. She

  knew no wild cat would emerge so long as she was in sight, and for her own comfort she must be assured that the provender did go to the little white cat, and not to some fabulous monster envisaged

  by Mrs. Politi. Scarcely daring to breathe, she waited. And, sure enough, after a minute or two one slender white paw appeared as the little cat fastidiously made her way towards the milk. How

  gracefully animals move, May reflected. Perhaps it’s having four legs all more or less the same length. The cat ate some of the meat, then carefully collected what was left and retreated with

  it to her lair. May backed cautiously away and round the edge of the tip.




  That tip was the source of one of Mrs. Politi’s grimmer jokes. Come the Last Trump, it won’t be just the sea that gives up its dead, she prophesied. The tips will give some big

  shocks, too. May tried to forget that as she scurried past, depositing her saucers in accustomed places, but to-night she had, as Crook would have put it, her eyes on sticks looking for a

  particular cat seen only twice previously, but instantly winning her heart. His appearance—she took for granted it was a male—was undeniably striking. He was black with patches of deep

  amber; she had gone to the Public Library the following day to consult a book on cats and decided he was a Burmese with just a touch of the tar-brush, which, of course, set him beyond the pale. All

  the same, his smallness and solitariness haunted her. He might be hunted away by the resident cats or even, if Mrs. Politi were right, be attacked by a rat. Looking for him by the light of the tiny

  torch she always carried, she progressed farther into the wasteland than she had hitherto done, and was reluctantly about to abandon the search when suddenly, coinciding with the return of the

  moon, he shot out from a clump of plant known to botanists as Fat Hen and went charging towards the canal. Fencing this canal from the Common was a paling marked in large insolent words—KEEP

  OUT THIS MEANS YOU. Rumour said there was an unexploded bomb on the tow-path, others that the paling was simply to prevent a large mortality rate among the children who played there. May saw the

  little cat streak into the bushes, then emerge and vanish through a weak place in the paling. Her first thought was, he probably doesn’t know there’s a canal there, he could fall in,

  probably he can’t swim, even if he could he might be attacked by water-rats for trespass.




  While these crazy thoughts blew like cobwebs through her brain she was herself hurrying along the side of the paling looking for a weak spot. It was asking too much of human nature to expect the

  children wouldn’t have broken through somewhere, and, sure enough, there was a place where the fencing was so dilapidated that even her plump form could squeeze through. The canal looked

  sinister and deserted in the fading light. It saddened May, who remembered that once canals were part of the lifeline of England, loud with traffic and gay with flags. This canal was more like a

  graveyard, with nettles growing along the edge. May imagined all kinds of rubbish being shot there, possibly even dead animals. She shivered and turned back towards the gap. It was hopeless to try

  and catch the kitten. She would put down the saucer and hope it would find it on its return.




  She had just squeezed cautiously through the paling when she heard a sound that brought her to an abrupt halt. Someone or something was coming through the wasteland from the direction of the

  road. She was so accustomed to the notion that no one but herself used this place after dark that she was instantly apprehensive. All Mrs. Politi’s warnings rushed through her mind.




  “One of these dark nights, May, you wake and find your throat cut and no one more surprised than you,” was a familiar one.




  The newcomer clearly was not on foot. It was a car that was nosing its way over the rough ground, bumping from one uneven surface to another. At first she thought it was some owner come to

  discard a useless model, but a moment later she knew that wasn’t so. No driver herself, she yet could tell that this was no wreck approaching her direction in the darkness. Fortunately there

  was a good deal of wild growth and bushes where she stood and she concealed herself, crouching down, in the hope that she would escape notice. Why should anyone come here on such a night, if it

  wasn’t to discard an aged car? But the site for old cars was some distance away. She knew, of course, that various amorous activities take place in the backs of cars, though it had always

  seemed to her a most uncomfortable arrangement, but again—why come so far when there was virtually no likelihood of interruption much nearer the road? There was, of course, the possibility

  that the car’s owner had brought rubbish to dispose of in the tip, but her earlier objections held here, too. Nobody bringing something bulky would want to carry it so far when the tip was

  readily available farther along the upper road.




  While she thought all this, her heart racing and pounding, the car came to a standstill a little distance away. The door opened and someone alighted. She dared not put on her little torch for

  fear of revealing her whereabouts, and common sense told her that no man with honest intentions would be skulking down here at such a time. She found that by parting some of the twigs of her

  concealing bush she could just make out a shape, a man undoubtedly. She saw him walk round the side of the car and open the boot. Perhaps, she thought in her romantic way, he is a bank robber.

  Banks were being robbed nearly every day and surely the spoils must be concealed somewhere. She believed that a large part of the train robbery notes were still hidden in some place whose

  whereabouts the police had not been able to uncover. Or if not bank-notes then jewellery, or rather massive silverware, even crates of furs. It was improbable the police would think of looking here

  and the children who played on the site didn’t come to this part, they frolicked over the skeleton cars and ventured, illegally, through the palings and along the canal bank. May was of a

  law-abiding temperament, she knew it is every citizen’s duty to assist the police in every possible way. All the same, like most people, she had an illogical disinclination to tangle with

  them, even on the right side of the law, if it could be avoided. She wondered if, while X was digging a pit to conceal his treasure, she could edge out unheard and unperceived.




  While she was still considering these possibilities the unknown had extracted a spade from the boot and had turned on the headlights. It was fortunate for her that she was outside their aura.

  The ground under these shrubs and stunted trees was sandy, which she supposed was why this place had been chosen. Very cautiously she moved a few steps. These brought her close to the rear of the

  car, so that she caught a glimpse of the contents of the boot. Something large, ungainly and rolled in a rug had been thrust therein. Her heart almost stopped beating, then began again with such

  violence it seemed to her it must be audible through the length and breadth of the Common. Because surely if you were hiding stolen treasure you would wrap it in a macintosh sheet to preserve it

  from damage from damp. A rug suggested hideous possibilities. She moved away more quickly, and her speed was her undoing. She liked to say of herself that she had been born under a lucky star, but

  now her luck deserted her. Her foot caught in a trailing bramble, she slipped, the torch fell from her hand and as it did so its minute beam streamed out—like a fallen shooting star, she

  reflected, scrabbling quickly, finding it and pressing the button so that once more darkness reigned. But it was too much even for an optimist to hope that it had not been noticed. The sound of the

  spade delving and flinging the sandy earth came to a dead stop.




  “Who’s there?” called a voice. She lay still as death—an unfortunate comparison really. The man moved a step or so in her direction.




  “Who are you?” the voice demanded.




  May remembered a favourite saying of her platitudinous old dad. “L’audace, l’audace et toujours l’audace.” Which, translated into English, meant roughly,

  “Grasp your nettle boldly and then you’ll rarely find it stings.” May thought that might be true but she had never made the experiment. Arthur Crook’s more down-to-earth

  version was—Be bloody, bold and resolute. May could dispense with the blood, but boldness and resolution were clearly called for here. She straightened herself, pushed aside the undergrowth

  and said, “Oh, have you seen a little cat, a Burmese, at least mostly a Burmese? It came this way and I’m so afraid it may be lost. But I don’t suppose you have seen it, have you?

  It’s so young and all these wild cats about, and then the canal . . .”




  She caught a fleeting glimpse of the man, he had a black mask, resembling those worn in harlequinades in her far, far distant youth, and a balaclava helmet over that.




  “You mean you’re here on account of a blasted cat?” The man’s voice, which had a muffled quality, was incredulous.




  “I didn’t mean to come so far,” acknowledged May, boldly standing her ground. “But it ran off, I think it must have got frightened. There are some wild cats here . .

  .” Just in time she bit off a reference to the mother and her brood, thinking this might be just the kind of man who’d think it fun to stamp on the heads of a family of new-born kits.

  “Well, if you haven’t got a garden it’s dull for any animal, kept indoors most of the day.” (“The situation provides the man,” had been another of her

  father’s platitudes, and how right dear Father was, as always, May reflected.) “So whenever it’s fine we come down here, it’s the nearest open space and usually I

  don’t let him out of my sight. But he ran off suddenly and squeezed through the palings, and I don’t like the idea of him so near the canal, cats can’t swim, you know. And the

  fact is,” she wound up, breathlessly, “I’ve rather lost my way. We’ve never come this far before.”




  “What way’s that?” the man asked.




  “Do you know St. Leonard’s Road?” It was more than a mile from her own flat but it isn’t only the lady lapwing that can practise deception in the interests of its

  young.




  “You’ve come a long way,” said the man, suspiciously.




  “The worst of it is you can’t put a cat—a kitten, really—on a lead as you can a dog. Of course, they say they’re wonderful at finding their way back—cats, I

  mean.” (Oh Father, help me, she prayed, and she wasn’t addressing her Heavenly Father at that.)




  “If I do see him,” said the man slowly, “I might bring him back for you. What’s your number in St. Leonard’s Road?”




  “Oh, you’d never be able to catch him,” said May, quickly. “He’s very timid, half-wild really.”




  “You’re not supposed to go through those palings,” the man said. There was a thoughtful, even a leisurely note in his voice that froze her blood. (Like Arthur Crook, she found

  clichés very satisfying.) He seemed to be considering what was the best thing to do with her.




  “Naturally I know that,” she said quickly, answering his rebuke, “but you can’t expect Tom Jones—that’s my kitten—to realise that. And he’s so

  young . . .”




  “You take my tip,” said the man, “you go back to St. Leonard’s Road, toot sweet. If the authorities knew you’d been trespassing you could find yourself in a lot of

  trouble.”




  “I’m sure you’re right,” she acknowledged meekly. “I’m sure it’s going to pelt and I haven’t brought an umbrella.”




  “What’s your name, in case the kitten does surface?” the man demanded.




  She made herself sound surprised. “Miss Jones, of course. That’s why he’s Tom Jones. I live at No. 4. Mind you, I have to be very discreet. My landlady doesn’t really

  allow animals, but with him being so small, and I’m very careful he doesn’t harm the furniture or carpets . . .” (If Father had heard her prayer he was playing up like a trump.)

  “I can’t understand that, can you? Not liking animals, I mean, when so often they’re nicer than human beings.”




  “The proper place for animals is a zoo,” said the man, roughly, and she got his underlying meaning at once: The proper place for old gits is the bin. “Now then, missus, you get

  off home . . .”




  “It’s Miss Jones,” she corrected him. “I work in the Post Office . . .” The lies came falling out of her mouth like water spilling from a tap. And the odd thing was

  she’d always regarded herself as a very truthful person.




  “Can’t expect to be very popular then, can you?”




  “Oh, people enjoy grumbling, it’s called the law of compensation,” she said wildly. “Oh dear, this is the strangest conversation I’ve ever held. It’s like

  talking to a ghost. I can’t even see you. I suppose if I keep going I shall eventually come to the road, and of course from there I know my way.”




  “Luckier than some of us if you do,” the man said. He suddenly switched on his torch, keeping the light low, and she stumbled away, hardly able to believe her good fortune. To-morrow

  would be time enough to wonder if she should say anything to the police. But I don’t even know where the place is, she reminded herself. And there was a text in the Bible, “Sufficient

  unto the day is the evil thereof.”




  It had been, on the whole, the sort of day you wouldn’t want to live through again. It wasn’t only this last terrifying encounter. Although she had stood up so bravely to Mrs.

  Politi, she had known her first real stab of fear long before she set out for the Common. That morning young Mr. Hardy—he was the old ladies’ nephew, son of the only Robinson sister who

  had married—had approached her while Miss Phyllis was searching for a particular kind of vest in the little stockroom to say, “I’m glad to have a chance of a word with you, Miss

  Forbes. It’s my Aunt Alice, I’m very much concerned about her.”




  She had looked surprised. “You don’t have to worry, Mr. Hardy. Miss Phyllis and I . . .”




  “That’s not quite what I meant. But it must be obvious to you both that she isn’t going to be able to carry on here much longer, and when she breaks down—I’m sorry

  to seem brutal but it’s best to be plain—she’s going to be a wholetime job for someone. And that someone will be my Aunt Phyllis. So—what’s going to happen to the

  shop? You couldn’t carry on single-handed, you know, even if there wasn’t an economic factor.”




  “I believe in crossing bridges when you come to them,” May had said.




  “I’ve had a word with my aunt’s doctor, and in his opinion she should give up work immediately, and husband her strength.”




  “Then she’d better change her doctor,” was May’s spirited reply. It was fantastic as well as impertinent, twenty years of virtual silence and then this sudden appearance

  and attempt to change all their lives overnight. “What value will Miss Alice’s life have if she can’t work? It seems to me you need a training for being idle just as much as for a

  profession. And being alive means more than just not being dead.”




  “So you’d have her run herself into the ground,” the young man suggested.




  “It’s where we shall all end,” May pointed out. And he groaned:




  “You’re as bad as my mother. She never sat if she could stand, and she never walked if she could run. You’ve missed your vocation, I used to tell her. You should have been a

  marathon contestant, probably got a gold medal.”




  May didn’t think this was quite the way to talk of your dead mother, but she passed it over.




  “I think at her age Miss Alice should be allowed to choose what she wants. Retirement may be all right for rich, healthy people, who can travel and play golf, or whatever it is rich

  retired people do to ameliorate their boredom, but my father’s doctor used to say that more men broke up during the first five years of retirement than at any other age. Miss Alice

  wouldn’t thank you for tying her into a chair and putting it in the window and telling her to watch the world go by. She’s been a part of that world too long.”




  “There’s your own future to consider,” young Mr. Hardy urged.




  “If they gave up the shop what would they live on?” May demanded intelligently.




  “If they strike while the iron’s hot they’d get a good price for the site. If they invested that, with Aunt Alice’s retirement pension, and Aunt Phyllis will be due for

  hers in a couple of years, they’d have enough to live on in some quiet hotel or boarding-house.”




  “They may not like the idea of living in a boarding-house after they’ve had their own home for so long.” They lived very cosily in rooms above the shop and despite her stroke

  Miss Alice could still manage the stairs, if she took them slowly. Being a shop, there were what house agents call sanitary facilities on the same floor behind the stockroom, so she only had to do

  the stairs once a day.




  “They’d get used to it,” urged the young man.




  “I daresay you can get used to a coffin,” May agreed. “But that doesn’t mean you want to settle down in one until you must.”




  “I was talking to a chap in the Golden Fleece last night,” Mr. Hardy went on. “He tells me the Council are probably going to requisition that site and the sites of a number of

  other shops around it for their building programme.”




  “They can’t do that,” exclaimed May. “It’s people’s living.”




  “They’d make just the same reply if you asked them. And the place is spreading rapidly. You’ll find it won’t be possible to meet increased rates and rising costs of

  living out of a few pairs of stockings and papers of pins. The fact is people nowadays don’t want to go to the village shop, they like the big stores where there’s more choice and you

  find all the novelties. You must face facts, Miss Forbes. My aunts’ contemporaries are a dying race . . .”




  “We’re all a dying race,” declared May.




  “But some of us die sooner than others. Oh, don’t misunderstand me, I know you have their interests at heart, but I feel some responsibility for them, too. I can’t stay over

  here much longer, I’ve got my own interests in Canada, I’d like to know their future was assured. If they wait till they get a compulsory purchase order the price will drop

  considerably, they’d do much better for themselves to bow out gracefully now. And from what they say about you,” he added more kindly, “I’m sure you’d have no

  difficulty getting employment.”




  “I shall be all right,” May assured him. “The Lord looks after His Own.”




  “Plenty of people have said that, and look where they are now. I had hoped you’d support me when I put the project to my Aunt Phyllis . . .”




  “You’re talking as if Miss Alice was a moron. She’s as sharp as ever. It’s not that I don’t appreciate what you’re trying to do,” May had added more

  graciously, “but change is difficult when you get older.”




  But though she had defended the sisters both to this young man and to Mrs. Politi, she knew there was good sense in his arguments. She also had heard rumours of the Council’s plans but she

  had chosen to discount them. But supposing they were genuine . . . Maybe I should urge them to take the best possible price, May reflected. It would be a blow to her, of course. It wasn’t

  that she doubted her ability to earn a living, if the worse came to the worst you could always take a pail and brush and go round charging goodness knows how much an hour doing the jobs more

  delicate-minded people didn’t want to do for themselves. And she liked doing housework. But that rather dark, cluttered shop had become a second home to her.




  Am I letting myself be prejudiced in my own interest? she wondered.




  So concerned had she been, turning over these facts in her mind, that she found she had reached the main road before she expected. Her knowledge of the neighbourhood where she had lived for so

  many years was limited to a mile or so from her home, and this part of the road was completely strange to her. She looked hopefully for a bus stop but there was none in sight. She had taken so many

  turns and twists, avoiding bad places, declivities, and solid obstacles of shrubs, that her bump of locality, never very large, now betrayed her completely, and she set off resolutely in the wrong

  direction. The road seemed very quiet, no one was about. The moon seemed to have decided to pack up for the night, an ominous wind had arisen, bringing with it the promise of rain. When she had

  walked a little farther she found a bus stop, but it was only a request sign carrying no timetable, so she couldn’t tell when the next bus might arrive. At this hour of the evening they

  probably only ran at long intervals. There was no one standing about here, which seemed to indicate that no bus could be expected at present. And while she hesitated the first lances of rain began

  to fall. She decided to walk on to a compulsory stop, where there might be a bus shelter, in which case there would also be a time-table, but before she reached this she heard a sound on the road

  behind her, the sound of a car being driven fast and, she thought, erratically. At the cinema shows she saw on Wednesdays, both she and Mrs. Politi preferred thriller films, and she recalled one

  they had seen only a week or two previously where an inconvenient witness had been run down by a car that hadn’t stopped. And there were other cases of cars running amok by accident, a woman

  had been pinned against a wall in a case recently where a bus skidded on a damp road, and when she came round she was in hospital minus a leg. May had very little doubt that the driver of the car

  was the creature she had partly seen on Broomstick Common. She looked wildly up and down, but there was nowhere to hide. She hurried round a corner and found herself face to face with a

  gaily-lighted public house called the Mettlesome Horse, with a swinging inn-sign of a horse prancing on its hind legs, though what that had to do with beer and spirits she couldn’t imagine.

  The car came steadily up the road behind her, and without pausing for more reflection she darted forward and pushed open the swinging door.




  Mr. Forbes had been a teetotaller—“Wine is a mocker, strong drink is raging,” he would declaim from nonconformist pulpits—and May had never entered a public-house until

  after his death and then only in the company of stronger characters like Mrs. Politi, in whose shadow she thankfully concealed herself.




  There seemed to be a good many cars standing in the inn’s forecourt—a large dark one, a low blue number, an aged but dignified yellow Rolls—it was one of the few makes of car

  she could recognise—only a duke or a pop star would dare drive anything so conspicuous—and the usual gaggle of minis and small cars with 1000 or 1100 scrawled on the boot. Obviously

  quite a popular place, she reflected, and one where a woman on her own should be able to hide for a short time. Another cliché popped into her mind—there’s safety in numbers. All

  she had to do was wait here, if necessary till closing-time though one hoped it wouldn’t come to that, and then spill out with all the rest. There were bound to be a few people going home by

  bus, particularly in these days of breathalysers, and of these a proportion would be going in the same direction. But no sooner was she inside than she began to wish herself back in the anonymous

  dark. For some inexplicable reason she felt as conspicuous as if she were wearing no clothes. The bar was pretty full. All the seats at the counter were occupied and so far as she could see all the

  tables. There wasn’t a single other woman by herself, there weren’t even any female doubles. All the women present were with husbands or what were nowadays called boy-friends, and they

  came in every conceivable shape and size.




  Out of the crowd a voice said, not violently but very definitely, “For Pete’s sake, shut the bleeding door.” She hadn’t realised she was still holding it open, but she

  dropped it like a hot brick. The diversion had caused several people to look in her direction who wouldn’t otherwise have noticed her. She tried to appear calm, searching the crowd with her

  gaze as if she expected to recognise someone, but naturally she didn’t. It wasn’t even her manor, assuming she was a regular pub-crawler, which she wasn’t. She saw one woman lean

  over to her husband and murmur something with a knowledgeable grin, and she felt the blood pouring into her cheeks. Just when she felt ready to drop dead with embarrassment she noticed a small

  table in a darkish corner that no one seemed to want, and she made for it, as though it were the Rock of Ages sticking up out of a boiling sea. She had abandoned her notion of staying here,

  unnoticed, until she could leave in a crowd. She’d just wait a little to get her bearings. If she was right, and the driver of the car was after her blood, he’d come in, and he’d

  be bound to order something to drink, and while it was being brought she could make herself scarce. Her ears were strained for the sound of wheels and after a minute she heard a car draw up, a door

  slammed and the pub door opened. A man and a girl came in together. They were quite young and she knew at once had nothing to do with the mystery man from the Common. For one thing he was

  much too short. The two threaded their way over to the bar, the man hadn’t even looked round the room. She drew a deep breath. Another five minutes, she thought, and then she’d make her

  bid for escape. Suddenly she became aware of someone standing beside her table and looked up to see a young man with more hair on his face than a Dandie Dinmont, wearing a dubious white coat.




  “Want to order?” he asked, insolently.




  She stiffened her spine. “I’m—waiting for someone,” she explained. Well, so she was, waiting for the driver of the bus.




  “P’raps he’s got held up,” suggested the young man in the same tone. “Better have something to while away the time.”




  “I’d prefer to wait,” said May.




  “This isn’t a railway station,” the youth pointed out. “We only provide seats for patrons.”




  “I’ll wait another five minutes,” May said, firmly. “The truth is, I’m feeling a little faint.”




  The young man breathed exasperation. “It’s not a hospital either. That’s about a mile up the road. If you ring them they might send an ambulance. Or there’s a hire car

  firm . . . phone’s on the stairs.” He nodded his hairy head in its direction.




  “I shall be quite all right if I can wait a few minutes,” May insisted. Oh, go away, go away and leave me in peace, screamed her heart, but they couldn’t have been on the same

  wave-length because the young man didn’t seem to hear a thing.
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