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  Chapter One




  THE FIERCE AND SULLEN DAY was burning out in a sudden glow of splendour. Behind the fortressed Pennines, dark with rain, the horizon blazed with a white

  radiance. Ragged bunches of cloud, moving across the torn sky, assumed mysterious shapes. Although no one, except cattle who had no choice, appeared to be abroad, the world seemed densely peopled.

  Mr. Crook came sailing over the peak of a dark hill and looked down into the valley. Once the light had faded it was like looking into a pit of blackness. For what appeared to be hours he had been

  driving through the sodden Fells. Here and there in the black nest beneath him a light gleamed, as strange as a fallen star. He presumed these lights indicated dwellings—nothing so civilised

  as a street lamp could be anticipated here, he reminded himself. How the inhabitants of these scattered cottages got about, unless they were mysteriously winged, he couldn’t imagine. No car,

  he was convinced, could negotiate those rutted lanes.




  “Wouldn’t surprise me if I’d driven through the end of the world into the Kingdom of the Wizard of Oz,” he remarked aloud. A car with less heart than the old Superb would

  have folded up before this, but she had ploughed resolutely through mud, over boulders, skirted ditches, and done everything except fly the hedgerows. He put her into low gear and started the

  descent into the valley.




  Only the burning need to find a piece of missing evidence for a client whose chances were rather less than those of the average outsider would have dragged Crook more than half across England.

  He saw the horses and cows huddled under dripping trees, manes streaky with rain, so far gone they scarcely bothered to look up as he approached. One more blessing to add to my list, Arthur Crook

  reflected. I could have been born a horse, and if I had it wouldn’t have been a Derby winner, I haven’t got the figure for that. It shouldn’t happen to a dog, he told them

  sympathetically, tooling by. He had a map but all these secondary roads, as courtesy compelled him to describe them, looked alike on such a night. He thought nostalgically of his eyrie of a flat in

  overcrowded Earls Court. The landlord had insisted on doing it up after the war, and a cleaner called in at irregular intervals, but a stranger wouldn’t have believed a decorator (still less

  a woman) had set foot inside it for forty years. A convict wouldn’t have thanked him for his bed, and a rag-and-bone man would have expected to be paid to cart away his furniture, but to

  Crook it was the nearest place to Heaven, short of the real thing, that he could conceive. Presently the road branched. In any civilised district there would be a signpost here, but if

  there’d ever been one it had been uprooted by the wind or vandals or someone had fancied it to build a fire. He stopped the Superb and took a coin out of his pocket. So far as he could see

  there was absolutely nothing to choose between the two roads. Heads left, tails straight on, he decided. The coin said heads, so he turned the car and drove in that direction. If he’d never

  know what he might have run into if he’d followed his nose, he certainly hadn’t the least conception of the effect on his own future of this arbitrary way of deciding his course.




  He had been moving decorously for a mile or more when he came to the house. Unlike the cottages and farms he had seen hitherto, it was actually sited on the road, with a pair of big wrought-iron

  gates enclosing a curving drive. It was a sizeable-looking affair, but already he had realised that in this part of the country big houses didn’t necessarily imply a big household. Only the

  well-to-do could afford the small compact properties with mod. cons. Already he’d seen great mansions that made him think of the House of Usher, inhabited by one ageing lady, who had come

  there when she married perhaps forty years earlier, had brought up her children, watched them go into the world, buried her husband and stayed on because this was home, and loneliness in the Fells

  had quite a different connotation from the loneliness you found in the towns. Drawing nearer, his heart leaped up like the poets—one of the Lakeland poets at that—to see, not a rainbow

  in the sky, but a light shining through a crack in the drawn curtain at an upper window. It was rather a faint light, probably hadn’t even got electricity, he thought resignedly, but it was

  there. He stopped the Superb and approached the gate. At least he could get directions as to his whereabouts. What he wanted now were a drink, a meal and a bed, in that order. To his surprise the

  gate was locked; he shook it fiercely, but he was no Samson, so thoughtfully he returned to the Superb. Whoever was inside wasn’t taking any chances. A few yards farther on he came on the

  second gate, and now his luck seemed to have changed for when he attacked this postern—and no other word seemed so suitable—it swung under his hand, and he went marching up the

  semi-circular drive like the advance of the Valkyries. On the ground floor the shutters were closed, and very wise, too. It was the sort of night no one could want to admit. A naughty night to swim

  in, he thought, vaguely, dredging up the quotation from the ragbag of memories he called his mind.




  He pressed the bell and could hear the sound ringing through the house. Even if no one felt inclined to open the door he was no stranger to a conversation carried on from the window. But whoever

  was inside was in no mind to make his acquaintance. Even when he thundered on the knocker there was no response. It occurred to him that the light might be a blind, which would account for its

  being so faint. People leaving their houses empty sometimes left a light switched on; some of them augmented the effect by leaving a radio playing. Only surely no one hereabouts anticipated

  burglars. He stood there for some minutes, alternately ringing and knocking without anything happening. The light burned with the same faint resolution as before. There wasn’t an animal on

  the premises, or it would have come barking and whining at him. Sadly he turned and trudged back the way he had come. All the same, he didn’t believe a house of that size and type—it

  might have been an old rectory, he thought which presupposed a church reasonably near, and where there’s a church there are people—would be wholly deserted. Quite soon he felt the

  Superb bumping over a cattle-grid and then he was out on something that had some right to call itself a road. There was even a bus stop which might give him some idea where he was.




  The first thing he saw chalked on a fence nearby was BULL in huge white letters, but either some hopeful farmer had set up the notice with the idea of preserving his field from campers or the

  bull had the good sense to go away for the week-end. There was no notice on the bus stop, which was a Request sign only, but just beyond he found a bridge and, when he had crossed that, he came to

  the church. That church looked the most closed place he had ever beheld; there was the ubiquitous iron gate, firmly padlocked; there was a woebegone notice fastened to a dripping tree, the ink run

  in the rain. The notice said Service next Sunday 9 a.m., but there was nothing to show how long it had been there or which Sunday was implied. He moved cautiously up the lane running alongside, but

  the only sign of life was a ruined house where workmen were either demolishing or rebuilding some unspecific erection. A short way farther on a wooden fingerpost said Daisy’s Field, pointing

  drunkenly to the left. Footpath only. All he could see beyond that was the side of a black hill.




  He stamped back to the main road, and as he did so he saw a belated bus coming in the opposite direction. His heart accelerated, since buses have to come from somewhere, they don’t spring

  up out of the earth—and the most probable place is a town—there might still be time for the drink, the meal, even the bed if he hurried. Back once more to the Superb and on, on. At the

  corner he slowed in case of opposing traffic and doing so chanced to look over his shoulder. The big house stood out a blacker blotch against a world of shadows. It looked different now—it

  took him nearly half a minute to realise that the light that had been burning had gone out.




  The landlord of the Poets’ Rest swabbed down the counter and exchanged a gloomy word or two with the only two customers in the bar. The beer they sipped was as muddy as

  the night.




  “Quiet!” offered one, and “It’s all this telly,” mourned the landlord. “Ruination to the trade. Chaps come in for a drop to be consumed off the premises, and

  then it’s back to the missus and the box. Don’t know what’s come over husbands these days. No spirit.”




  He was startled when the door was suddenly bounced open and a man, looking rather like Mr. Edward Bear, catapulted in. He had the reddest hair and eyebrows Samuel Parr had ever seen, and his

  suit was an excruciating shade of brown; he wore a checked brown and fawn cap and he had feet like a catamaran. Considering the paucity of the custom you might have expected the landlord to be

  pleased to see him, but he showed no such emotion. His slow mind registered the fact that this was a stranger, and they were prejudiced against strangers in these parts.




  “Drink, food and a bed,” invited Mr. Crook. “Evening all. Nice to meet you. I was beginning to think I’d driven off the rim of the world.”




  There are some voices you take to at once, but so far as the landlord was concerned this wasn’t one of them.




  “We don’t do beds,” he said in a sort of menacing bloodhound voice. “This isn’t a hotel.”




  “You could have fooled me,” murmured Crook. “Next thing I suppose you’ll be telling me it’s a temperance house.”




  Reluctantly the landlord measured him a pint. Mr. Crook swallowed it in the manner common to him with his first. He just opened his uvula and let the pint pour down. The three men watched him

  with interest. Mr. Crook set the glass down; he felt as though he’d been bathing in the Sea of Slops.




  “Cheese?” he inquired, when he’d got his breath back. “Ham? Bit of pie? Come on, you’re registered as a licensed victualler, aren’t you, and I’m

  certainly a traveller. And this is the only port of call I’ve struck in a dog’s age.”




  “Ah, you won’t find any hotels open, not to casual custom, not this time of year,” observed Mr. Parr with satisfaction. “Out of season, see?”




  “I’m Father Christmas getting my bearings,” offered Mr. Crook. “How about a nice reindeer steak?”




  A voice, sepulchral as that of a sexton, spoke from the shadowy bar. “Don’t have the pie,” it said.




  Mr. Crook came back sunnily with “What’s yours?” and both men answered at once. Crook said he thought he’d take some rum. “Whose is the big house by the cattle

  grid?” he suggested.




  “That belongs to old Mrs. Nick,” said the man who had warned him against the pie. “Away just now, though, gone to stay with her niece at Broadwater for the winter.”




  “Then she’s left her ghost behind,” said Crook. “Wantoning and having itself a ball,” he elaborated.




  The landlord spoke apathetically. “Gentleman’s got the wrong house.”




  “You bet your!” said Crook. “Gentleman’s got the only house.” He looked at the three faces shadowy in the poor light of the bar. It even occurred to him that on one

  of her numerous skids the Superb had overturned and he’d been so busy considering his next move he hadn’t noticed he’d broken his neck. If this is the next world, he reflected,

  we’re deceiving a lot of innocent little children.




  The third man, who hadn’t spoken up till now, said in a voice as heavy as suet duff, “Gone to stay with this niece, like Amos said. My girl, she helped her pack.”




  “Then she’s unpacked since. When was she supposed to go?”




  “Tuesday,” said the man who wasn’t Amos.




  “And I’ll tell you something else,” continued Crook, “you want to wake up from that nice sleep of yours. After I’d stood halloo-ing at the gate for about a quarter

  of an hour and had gone my hopeful way someone put out the light.”




  “Trick of the moonlight,” said Samuel Parr. “Stands to reason there’s no one there.”




  “If you can see a glimpse of a moon I’m the Astronomer Royal,” retorted Mr. Crook in his extravagant way. “There was someone there all right, and I’ll tell you

  something else. That someone was still there when I moved on. You could hear anything in that Valley of the Dead on a night like this. Listen to it.” Automatically they all inclined their

  ears in the direction of the door. “Wind dropped, not a footstep, not a cry. Stands to reason anyone there must have come by car, so why didn’t I hear it starting up? No, your old lady

  changed her mind, it’s always happening. You’re talking to the man who’s forgotten more about the sex than most chaps ever know.”




  It said a good deal for his powers of persuasion that none of the three attempted to contradict him, they didn’t even look sceptical. When Providence blows something like Mr. Crook across

  your path you don’t argue, you simply accept.




  “Not much worth taking there,” offered Samuel Parr at last. “Lives on the smell of an oil rag by all accounts. Great rooms with dark red paper and book-cases right up the wall,

  photographs going back to the Ark, but according to my wife she’s been wearing the same hat for four years and she got that at the local jumble.”




  “Sounds like my cup of tea,” said Mr. Crook, wistfully. “Who lives with her?”




  “There’s a companion, old Mrs. Fisher, she goes in most days, but no one else actually lives there. Had a little dog for years—Sandy that was.”




  “Name or colour?” speculated Mr. Crook.




  “It was more a biscuit really, got very old, snappish, had to be put down at last. She wouldn’t have another, said it wasn’t fair when she couldn’t exercise

  it.”




  The door of the bar opened again, and a man wearing a police constable’s uniform came in. “Here’s Mr. Doyle,” said Parr in a pontificating way. “Gentleman thinks

  there’s someone in the Poets’ House, Joseph.”




  “Shouldn’t be,” said Mr. Doyle. “Old Mrs. Nick was due to leave Tuesday. Hired Tom Benson’s car, going to stay with her niece at Broadwater, same as last

  year.”




  “Anyone see her go?” inquired the sceptical Mr. Crook.




  Mr. Doyle considered. “There’s Tom Benson, of course. Always hires Tom’s car when she goes away. Rector was at her—why not try that new garage by the Clock

  Tower—well, they don’t ferry goats in them. But no! I’m used to Mr. Benson, she says.”




  “Funny an old lady living out there all by herself,” Crook persisted. Of course, they did it all the time in London, but London was different, London wasn’t a great black

  wilderness full of unidentifiable birds—sparrows he knew, and robins and he might have been able to identify a blackbird, but the black-backed gulls, the kestrels, hawks, crows and the

  occasional night-haunting owl that he had encountered during his few days sojourn in the district, were all as strange to him as something out of an Arthur Rackham illustration. “Any

  folk—except this niece?”




  “There was a son, got himself killed in a climbing accident—oh, twenty years ago—old Mr. Nicholas died a year later, and there was never a grandchild. Young Stephen got killed

  before he got wed.”




  “Big place for one old lady,” Crook urged again, and saw they were regarding him with a look of pitying sympathy. It wasn’t a look he was used to, and he wondered why.




  “That’s what her niece says,” conceded P.C. Doyle. “Why don’t you live in a hotel, there’s some nice hotels hereabouts if you want to stay in the

  neighbourhood. Meet nice people there.”




  “Maybe she don’t fancy nice people,” suggested Mr. Crook, intelligently.




  “Of course, Mrs. Glass, that’s the niece, married to a doctor, they come from a town, and townsfolk don’t understand. Like sheep I think they are sometimes . . .”




  “Why knock sheep?” murmured Mr. Crook. “A lot of chaps hereabouts must get a living out of them.”




  They went on talking as though he didn’t exist.




  “Like to huddle together,” Doyle said. “But with us (he meant countryfolk) it’s different. I tell you,” and here he did turn politely in Crook’s direction,

  “there are old women, seventy-five, eighty, living in cottages on the hillsides where they could be dead a week and no one know.”




  “Milkman?” suggested the urban Mr. Crook.




  Doyle shook his head. “They don’t do deliveries, not just to isolated houses. Well, you couldn’t expect it. Two miles off a road some of them are.”




  “And then they say the race of martyrs is dead. You mean, the old girls fetch their own.” By this time it would hardly have surprised him to learn that the cows called in person to

  be individually milked.




  “Mrs. Nick, she does have hers delivered,” Doyle allowed. He had just come off duty, but he gave the impression he was ready to stand considering the situation for the rest of the

  night. “But some of these isolated homesteads (Crook liked that phrase)—there’s old Miss Ainger, she goes down to the Leather Bottle, still has one of these metal cans with a lid.

  Mrs. Rouse is a farmer as well as running the inn, well, her son, Jim, mostly does that, but she’d have milk for outlying cottages, give you a nice cabbage, garden stuff, some of the carriers

  leave their parcels there, well, it stands to reason they can’t go climbing hills and fording brooks—there’s Mrs. Banks, she has a water-splash . . . you have to swim that more or

  less in bad weather . . .”




  “Who’s Mrs. Banks?” asked Crook, feeling a bit dazed. “A duck?”




  “Gentleman’s from town?” suggested Doyle. There was no scorn in his voice, but it carried a note of commiseration.




  Crook answered, like one cock calling from a steeple to a rival cock in the next village.




  “Cosiest little place you know. Name of London,” he agreed. And thoughtfully supplied his own.




  “London,” repeated Doyle, simply, as if no other comment were necessary. Crook would have agreed that it wasn’t.




  “You don’t have to believe everything they tell you,” he assured Doyle. “No, in London we believe in being neighbourly, even if some do call it nosey it comes to the same

  thing in the end.”




  “I drop by when I can,” Doyle went on with a steadfastness the Last Minstrel might have envied. “The whisper goes round—So-and-So wasn’t at the W.V.S. Bazaar,

  that’s Friday mornings, well, more a market really, opens nine o’clock, queue waiting a full quarter of an hour before the gates open, stalls cleared of everything worth having before

  ten. Not seen at Oxfam Coffee morning, and she wouldn’t miss that—social occasion, see, as well as a good cause. So someone goes round—sometimes me. I tell you, sir, there’s

  times I’m half afraid to ring the bell.”




  “Not your fault,” objected Mr. Crook.




  “Ah!” said Doyle, nodding his big bullet head. “Now that’s something you don’t get in London, I daresay. Sense of responsibility. You’re right, of course, if

  anyone should break in and do these old ladies, well, even a policeman can’t be in six places at once, but I represent the law hereabouts and the law should be where the evil-doers abound.

  Not that we get a lot of crime, mostly kids and tourists getting a bit wild. I’ll look in on Mrs. Nicky in the morning, and thank you for mentioning it.”




  Mr. Crook turned and to his amazement he found that during this interchange a plateful of cut bread, butter and cheese had been placed on the counter.




  “If you fancy a bit of pickle,” offered Sam in his mournful voice.




  “It wouldn’t run to a bed, I suppose?” Crook sounded hopeful, but you can’t win them all. Samuel Parr shook his head.




  “There’s only the attic and Sally’s there. She’s expecting any minute—my missus has been with her half the day.”




  “First litter, isn’t it?” contributed Doyle, sympathetically. “That’s when they need a bit of encouragement. Well, of course if Sally’s on the bed the

  gentleman couldn’t very well disturb her. I wonder now—could I have the use of your telephone, Mr. Parr?”




  His use of the landlord’s surname told everyone he wanted it for official business.




  “At your service, Mr. Doyle,” returned Sam, formally.




  “I might be able to help you out,” Doyle explained to Crook. “We’re not London, of course, but we don’t like to disoblige strangers.”




  He went to the telephone. Mr. Crook ordered rum all round. The silent man accepted his with a bow, then observed to no one in particular, “Benson was to Wainwright’s Tuesday

  afternoon.”




  “Wainwright’s?” repeated Sam. “Why didn’t you tell Mr. Doyle?”




  “I wasn’t to know he was meant to be taking the old lady to Broadwater, was I, now? Three o’clock this was.”




  “And she was to go eleven-thirty—that’s what Tom was saying to my niece. Post comes late these mornings, late as eleven sometimes.”




  So, of course, Mrs. Nick had waited for the post.




  “She’d take her dinner at The Frisky Lamb at Aldwater, the way she always does when she goes away,” speculated Sam. “Meet old Mrs. Fisher, I expect, though I did hear

  Mandy Fisher’s been took bad these last few days. She was asking for one of Sally’s kittens,” he added in parentheses, “but now—I don’t know. Reach Broadwater

  say half-three. Half an hour for a cup of tea, home by six, say.” He shook his head. “Couldn’t be done, Jacob. Not if it was Tom Benson in Wainwright’s.”




  “It was Tom all right.”




  The door clicked as the policeman returned.




  “My brother-in-law, Fred Ferris, could fix you up for the night,” he told Crook. “Any friend of Mrs. Nicky . . .”




  “Haven’t the honour,” mumbled Crook, who was beginning to feel like one of those great weeds that grow under the river-surface and are swept inexorably to and fro by the moving

  tide. It made him feel slightly dizzy.




  “You brought us the news about the house,” Doyle explained. “We think a lot of Mrs. Nicky hereabouts.”




  “Give the lady a tinkle?” Crook suggested, but not particularly hopefully. He had the idea that Messrs. Doyle and Parr would as soon suggest ringing up Queen Victoria.




  “Where did you say this light was, sir? Upstairs?”




  “That’s right. Don’t you have electricity hereabouts? This looked more like a candle . . .”




  He’d touched on a sore subject. Not only did they generate their own electricity, their lakes were being robbed to bring electricity to the neighbouring manufacturing towns.




  “If she didn’t want her neighbours to know she was still in residence . . .”




  Crook burst into a howl of protest. “This is nineteen sixty-seven, not eighteen sixty-seven, when by all accounts ladies drew down their front blinds and sat at the back of the house to

  let the snobs think they were taking the waters or whatever in a foreign spa.” He pronounced the word as though it ended with a capital R. “If she didn’t go after all, as arranged

  . . .”




  “That man,” said Mr. Doyle impressively, “has a deal of power, I daresay, but he still can’t make laws to tell folk when they can leave their own

  houses.”




  “I wouldn’t be too sure,” retorted Mr. Crook, recklessly. “Never surprise me to hear they passed a bill this very afternoon . . . Oh well.” He seemed slightly

  surprised to see that the bread and cheese had all disappeared. “Did I eat that?” He pulled out some money and paid his scot. “Where does this brother-in-law of yours hang

  out?”




  Mr. Doyle gave him directions. As he turned away the landlord put on the radio. It was the mixture as before—the familiar names reeled out—Vietnam, the Common Market, the Freeze,

  work stoppages, news of the latest war-threatened zone—nothing to the effect that Arthur Crook, the well-known eccentric lawyer and criminologist was visiting the North of England and was

  about to stir up yet another ant-heap—but at the end something did come over that held all their attention. A young man called Frank Piper, who had got away from the notorious Cumberton Gaol

  a couple of days previously, was now believed to have escaped from the prison area and had been reported travelling north, in the direction of Carlisle.




  “Wonderfully mobile, these escaped prisoners,” was Mr. Crook’s hearty comment. “I bet he’s been seen in Cheltenham, Cardiff and John o’Groats. What was he in

  for?” Because it hadn’t been a local crime and he hadn’t been asked to intervene, and he liked to assure all and sundry he didn’t stick his nose in where it wasn’t

  wanted.




  “Broke into a house and helped himself to some notes he found lying around,” Parr said. “And when the old gentleman came in unexpected-like he crowned him with a brass

  candlestick.”




  “It was a pitiful case,” put in Doyle unexpectedly, and Crook was startled by his choice of adjective. “Young chap’s wife was sick, there was a little girl, about two

  she’d be then, Piper took French leave to look after them, and his foreman turned unreasonable. They had words and Piper was given his cards. Faults on both sides, I daresay, but the next

  thing was the young fellow got behind with his rent, got into more trouble with the labour because he wouldn’t take a job outside the district, they threatened to cut off his unemployment

  pay. Even if they took the wife into hospital, there was still the little girl.”




  “Landlady not the maternal type?” Crook offered.




  “‘Put her into care,’ she said.”




  “And Piper got notice to quit?”




  “That’s about the size of it,” Doyle agreed. “Well, like Mr. Parr told you, Piper went out, found this house open and seemingly empty, saw the money on the desk and was

  helping himself when the owner came in and tried to call the police.”




  “And got himself knocked out for his pains. For the count?”




  “Well, it didn’t improve his beauty,” Doyle allowed in his sedate way. “Mind you, Piper didn’t help himself much. Old fellow was rolling, he told the court, what

  was twenty quid to him? It was my home to me. The magistrate made a big thing about a hulking young coward attacking a defenceless old man, and Piper told him he’d seen machines on the

  workshop floor look more human. Does he think you can live in a tree in mid-March, he said. Well, he got three years, lucky not to be charged with grievous bodily harm, they told him, but

  he’d not been in trouble before. State kept the wife and child till Mrs. Piper was able to go out to work—if he’d behaved himself he’d have been out in a few months, only it

  seems the little girl kept asking for her daddy, why’s Daddy gone away, doesn’t Daddy love us any more, you know how kids are.”




  “Bachelor myself,” said Mr. Crook in dignified tones, “but I’ll take your word. Can’t have the sense he was born with, must realise the rozzers have only got to

  plant a man outside the wife’s door . . .”




  “He doesn’t expect to show a clean pair of heels,” Doyle assured him. “Just wants to see the little girl, explain about working south, back soon—there’s

  something wrong with the law, Mr. Crook . . .”




  “You’re telling me,” agreed Crook, heartily. “Trouble is, they don’t listen to chaps like us when we try to thump a bit of common into their blocks . . .”




  “Should be something like they have in the army, compassionate leave. If they’d let young Piper back it’s my belief he wouldn’t have given them any trouble, but a

  man’s a father before he’s a citizen. As it is, I wouldn’t like to be the man tried to stop him seeing the child, not if he’s as near as they make out. He’ll lose his

  remission, of course, country’ll be keeping him for the full term and a bit over if he gets into more trouble while he’s on the loose the way they mostly do. Well, he has to eat,

  hasn’t he? Doesn’t make sense really.”




  “Some of these prison johnnies don’t deserve their criminals,” Crook agreed enthusiastically. “The way they mislay ’em!”




  “I’m not a legal gentleman,” Doyle pursued (at that stage it hadn’t occurred to any of them that Crook could by any power of imagination be so described) but you know

  what they say about the looker-on. A man’s only got one life . . .”




  The light had faded altogether from the sky as Crook hopped back into the Superb, and already a spatter of rain blew through the menacing tree-trunks. Lucky if he didn’t

  lose his way again, he thought, a shade despondently. It was stretching the arm of coincidence too far to suppose he might, earlier, have been within a stone’s-throw of the missing man. This

  old Mrs. Whosit must be crazier than a coon not to have got into a civilised environment before the winter storms began—true, it was near spring by the calendar, but they seemed to run a

  calendar of their own in these parts.




  Poor old trout, he hoped she was tucked up nice and cosy in her niece’s guest-room, whatever the locals might believe to the contrary, and knowing nothing of the intruder. Even he

  couldn’t guess that old Mrs. Nick had done with civilisation, as generally comprehended, for good and all.










  Chapter Two




  IN HER COMFORTABLE MODERN house in Broadwater Mrs. Doreen Glass looked up as her husband came in with the morning mail.




  “Anything from Aunt Abby?” she inquired.




  “Give her a chance,” said Dr. Glass. “She probably doesn’t feel like writing letters, not if she’s a bit off colour. If it was anything serious you’d have

  heard from that doctor feller.”




  “I don’t know why he couldn’t have sent us a message in any case,” grumbled Doreen. “Aunt Abby’s an old lady . . .”




  “An old witch,” amended Gordon Glass. “I’d like to see anyone doing something she didn’t approve. No coward soul is mine, but if your aunt forbade me to get in

  touch with my kith-and-kin you wouldn’t catch me risking my immortal soul defying her.”




  “Why should she—not want to keep in touch, I mean?” Doreen demanded. “I must say he was pretty cagey on the ’phone—not to worry, but probably just as well for

  her not to travel for a day or two, everything under control.”




  “What more do you expect the poor chap to say? What really staggers me is that she had the good sense to call in a doctor at all. Are we having any coffee this morning or is the pot just

  for ornament?”




  “That’s my point, she wouldn’t have called him in for something slight.” Carelessly Doreen swept some coffee out of the pot, partly into the cup, partly over the

  tray.




  “Then perhaps she didn’t want to come,” suggested Gordon Glass. “After all, at seventy-five she must have earned the right to change her mind if she wants to.”




  “She’s got the telephone, it wouldn’t hurt her to use that.”




  “When she’s ready I don’t doubt she will,” said the doctor. “My oath, you don’t know when you’re well off. Most of these women can’t keep off the

  phone . . .”




  “He was pretty careful not to say exactly what was wrong. You don’t think she could be . . .” she hesitated, then touched her forehead. “She’s always been a bit on

  the eccentric side.”




  “In that case,” retorted her husband heartily, “I wish there were a few more like her.”




  “Living out of the world like that . . .”




  “Not out of her world, only out of yours. Which she’d probably describe as a lunatic asylum, all this to-ing and fro-ing. . . .” Anyway, an eccentric as you call ’em

  wouldn’t be very noticeable up there, they get ’em all shapes and sizes.”




  “And I’d had the guest-room done up especially for her,” mourned Doreen, “with that lovely rose paper, just to please her.”




  “It beats me why you should expect a gardener to enjoy seeing roses grow up a bedroom wall, no roots, no pruning, no watering, nothing. Agin nature, I’d have said. Not that it

  wasn’t a kind thought,” he added hurriedly—until that moment he’d hardly realised the room had been redecorated, but he knew his wife’s taste in

  wallpaper—“you’ll see, as soon as she’s fit to travel she’ll be down.”




  “I even offered to go up and fetch her,” Doreen pursued. “I don’t like the thought of her being alone in that dreary mausoleum. . . .”




  “It’s not a dreary mausoleum to her, it’s her home. And we don’t know that she is alone. There’s that Mrs. Stork, Mrs. Heron . . .”




  “Mrs. Fisher.”




  “That’s the one. Now do stop fashing about your Aunt Abby, Doreen. She’s got along pretty well for seventy-five years and it hasn’t all been gravy—losing that boy

  of hers, a lot of women would have gone to pieces—and being married to a man twenty years her senior, like Arnold Nicholas, must have been rather like sleeping with someone off a

  Crusader’s tomb, beats me how he managed to give her a son—no, all things considered I’m not surprised if she prefers her own roof when she isn’t feeling up to snuff. Why,

  even snails . . .”




  “It’s a good thing you only operate on the National Health,” Doreen burst out. “Private patients do like their doctors to behave like normal people. Snails

  indeed!”




  “God has been good to the snail!” quoted her husband. “It has a coat of mail. And a house in which it can travel night and day, which is more than most of us can

  say.”




  “Snails get their armour, if that’s what you call it, cracked by thrushes for breakfast, and the toughest nuts break if someone steps on them. Can’t you see, you ape, I’m

  worried over her?”




  “That comes of living in an urban area. Up there, those great landscapes, they make a man and his troubles seem pretty small beer. Now, wait another twenty-four hours, and you’ll

  probably get a message. If not, you can ring her, can’t you?”




  “And get her out of bed if she happens to be alone in the house? You know the telephone’s in the hall, and she won’t have an extension in her room.”




  “Well, she’s got this doctor, if he thinks it’s necessary he’ll go round, and remember, no news is good news. And don’t suggest ringing up now because it’s

  practically surgery time, and . . .”




  “I have an intuition,” said Doreen, unhappily.




  “Another? It’s a good thing these intuitions of yours can’t take physical shape, the house ’ud be over-run with them, a rabbit warren wouldn’t be in it, and

  there’s no myxomatosis for female instincts.”




  “I’d ring him,” Doreen pursued feverishly, “but he didn’t give me his name. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”




  “Perhaps he had an intuition, too, and perhaps he wants his phone for his regular patients. Anyway, why shouldn’t he be her own doctor?”




  “She hasn’t spoken to a doctor, according to herself, in twenty years. I don’t suppose she’s on anyone’s list.”




  “Well, perhaps he’s got her into a hospital.” Dr. Glass looked at the watch on his wrist. “The first of my anacondas will be here any minute, and I haven’t even had

  a refill.” He pushed his cup across the table.




  “There’s as much likelihood of anyone getting Aunt Abby into a hospital as of getting her into a beauty parlour, and you know it.”




  Her husband pushed back his chair. “Have a good time in your Chamber of Horrors,” he said, heartlessly. “At least, you don’t have to pay entertainment tax on

  it.”




  He swallowed his coffee and made for the door. He talked a lot of sense most of the time, a knowledgable chap, and not really without heart, but the best of us can get caught short and this, as

  his wife was going to remind him interminably in days to come, was about to be his Day of Reckoning.
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