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ONE


‘I wish I could do something really bad …’





MARY WAS ANGRY. She had been angry for ages: she couldn’t remember when she had last felt nice. Sometimes she was angry for a good reason—when someone tried to make her do something she didn’t want to do—but most of the time she was angry for no reason at all. She just woke in the morning feeling cross and miserable and as if she wanted to kick or break things.


Aunt Alice could make her angry just by being there, with her rabbity face and grey hair in a bun and the little tuft of spiky beard on her chin that waggled when she talked; and her teeth that made a clicking sound at mealtimes, and her stomach that sometimes made a noise in between—a watery suck and gurgle like the last of the bath running out. And when she tried to make Mary do something she didn’t want to do, it made Mary so cross that she grew hot inside.


This morning, Aunt Alice wanted Mary to wear her woollen vest. It was such a lovely July day, with the wind blowing and the small clouds scudding, that Mary had been in a better mood than usual when she came down to breakfast. She had even eaten her porridge because she knew her grandfather believed it was good for her. When he saw her empty plate, he had beamed over his newspaper and said, ‘Well, it looks as if our good sea air is giving you an appetite at last,’ and seemed so pleased, as if in eating a plateful of porridge Mary had done something quite remarkably good and clever, that she wondered what else she could do. She thought she might say, ‘I think I’ll go down to the sea and skim stones after breakfast,’ because she knew this would please her grandfather too: he worried when she did what he called ‘moping indoors.’


And now Aunt Alice had spoiled everything by asking Mary if she had put on her woollen vest!


‘That jersey’s not thick enough for this treacherous weather,’ she said, looking nervously at the window as if the weather were a dangerous dog that might suddenly jump through it and bite her.


Mary scowled and felt her face go solid and lumpy like a badly made pudding.


‘It’s not cold,’ she said. ‘And I’m hot now. If I put my vest on, I’ll be boiling to death.’


‘There’s quite a wind out. It’s blowing up cold. I know I’m wearing my vest! Just between you and me and the gatepost!’


Mary looked carefully round the room. ‘I don’t see any gatepost,’ she said.


Aunt Alice laughed in her high, silly way—not as if she were amused, but as if she were trying to apologise for something.


‘It’s just an expression, dear. Haven’t you heard it before?’


‘I’ve heard it all right, but I think it sounds potty,’ Mary said. ‘And I just hate those horrible old vests. They’ve got sleeves! Sleeves and buttons! I expect you knew I’d hate them, that’s why you bought them for me!’


She stabbed her spoon into her boiled egg, and some of the yolk spattered out.


‘Oh Mary,’ Aunt Alice said in a sad, fading voice. Pale eyes bulging, nose twitching, she looked like a frightened rabbit.


Mary knew her Aunt was frightened of her, and this made her more bad tempered than ever. It was so ridiculous for an old woman to be frightened of an eleven year old girl.


She said bitterly, ‘No one else in the whole world wears vests with sleeves and buttons.’


Aunt Alice said, ‘Oh Mary,’ again. She sounded as if she were trying not to cry. Grandfather put down his newspaper and looked at her. Then he smiled at Mary.


‘My dear child, someone must wear them or the shops wouldn’t stock them, would they? It’s a case of supply and demand. No demand, no supply.’


For a second, Mary almost smiled back at him. It was, indeed, quite difficult not to smile at her grandfather, who looked, with his round, rosy face, and round, blue eyes, rather like a cheerful, if elderly, baby. He was bald as a baby, too—balder than most, in fact: the top of his head was smooth and shiny as if Aunt Alice polished it every day when she polished the dining room table. Usually, just to look at her grandfather made Mary feel nicer—a bit less cross, certainly—but now, after that first second, she felt worse, not better, because she saw that his blue eyes were puzzled and that he was playing with his right ear, folding the top over with his finger and stroking the back with his thumb. This was something he only did when he was thinking hard or worried about something, and Mary knew he was upset because she had been rude to Aunt Alice. Although this made her ashamed and miserable underneath, it made her angry on top.


She said, ‘But children don’t buy their own clothes, do they? They just have to wear what grown-ups buy for them, horrid, prickly old vests and beastly skirts if they’re girls. They don’t have any say, they just have to do what they’re told.’


A lump came into her throat at this dreadful thought and she swallowed hard and glared at Aunt Alice.


‘Children don’t have any say in anything. They have to wear what they’re told and eat what they’re given and … and … live where they’re put. It’s not fair.’


The lump seemed to have gone from her throat and settled on her chest, like a stone.


Aunt Alice made a funny noise, midway between a gasp and a sigh.


Grandfather said, ‘Mary, since you don’t seem to want any more to eat, perhaps you’d like to leave the table and go upstairs for a while.’


He spoke gently and reasonably, as he always did, whatever Mary had said or done. Sometimes she wished he would shout at her instead: his being so nice, made her feel nastier, somehow.


She got down from her chair and left the room without another word, but as soon as she had closed the door, she stopped to listen. She knew that people always talked about you, once you had gone.


‘Oh Father, it’s all my fault.’


‘Nonsense, Alice.’


‘Of course it is!’ Aunt Alice sounded crisp, almost indignant. She liked to think things were her fault, even things that couldn’t possibly be, like bad weather or a train not running to time. ‘I just can’t manage the poor child,’ she said. ‘I blame myself.’


‘I know you do. I wish you wouldn’t.’ Grandfather spoke quite sharply for him. ‘Alice my dear, try not to worry. It’s natural that Mary should be a bit difficult, in the circumstances. She’ll settle down, given time. She’s a good child, underneath.’


Mary gritted her teeth and stumped upstairs. She wasn’t good underneath. She was bad. She was so bad that everyone hated her except her grandfather, and he only didn’t hate her because he was differently made from other people and didn’t hate anyone.


Mary went into her bedroom and scowled at herself in the looking glass. ‘I hate you, too,’ she said, aloud. ‘Pig.’ She doubled her fists on either side of her jaw and pushed up the tip of her nose with her little fingers so that the nostrils showed. Now you even look like a pig! An ugly, horrible pig.’


‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that. Only when you pull that face at yourself.’


Mary turned and saw Mrs Carver, who came to help Aunt Alice in the house on Wednesday and Friday mornings. She was a little, thin woman with a thin, pale face that looked thinner and paler than perhaps it actually was, because it had so much red hair frizzed out all round it.


Mary said crossly, ‘You shouldn’t come into people’s rooms without knocking. It’s rude.’


‘You’re a fine one to say what’s rude and what isn’t.’ Mrs Carver grinned, showing big, square teeth that seemed too big for her face, rather as her hair was bright for it. ‘I was going to make your bed. You can give me a hand, since you’re here.’


‘Why should I? It’s your job, you’re paid for it,’ Mary said, and then caught her breath. This was really a very rude thing to say, and she knew that red-headed people were supposed to be quick tempered.


But Mrs Carver only looked amused. ‘True,’ she said, and twitched off the bedclothes. In spite of being so thin and small, she seemed strong and very energetic, darting round the room in a series of short, sharp rushes, rather like a terrier; snatching at blankets, picking up Mary’s clothes. Mary stood by the window and watched her. When the room was tidy, Mrs Carver said, ‘Your Auntie was talking about having the room painted up for you. What colour do you fancy?’


Mary looked out at the garden, not answering.


‘Come on, now.’ Mrs Carver said. ‘You must have some idea. What about a nice yellow? Would you like that? Your Auntie wants you to have a colour you’d like.’


‘She can paint the room black if she likes,’ Mary said. ‘I don’t care. I shan’t be here long.’


‘Won’t you?’


Mary said quickly, ‘My mother’s gone on holiday and my father’s had to go to South America, on business. He’s gone to Chile.’


‘I know.’ There was a funny look on Mrs Carver’s face, as if she knew something else, too. Something that Mary didn’t know. She decided that she hated Mrs Carver.


She said, ‘I don’t suppose you know where Chile is!’


‘I went to school once.’


Although Mrs Carver smiled as she said this, Mary could see she was beginning to be angry.


‘Well, then,’ Mary tossed her head. ‘If you know where Chile is, you know it’s a long way away, don’t you? And costs a lot of money to get there. So he couldn’t take me, and I had to come and stay with stupid old Aunt Alice. But as soon as he gets back, he’ll come and fetch me straightaway.’


Mrs Carver’s face had pinched up during this speech and now looked paler than ever, as if all its colour had drained into her hair. ‘If you were my little girl, I wouldn’t be in too much of a hurry,’ she said.


‘I’m glad you’re not! I should just hate to be your little girl, I should hate to be anything to do with you at all.’


Mary’s heart was thumping as if it had suddenly come loose and was banging about in her chest. She ran out of the bedroom, across the landing and into the bathroom. She locked the door. She heard Mrs Carver rattle the knob, and then her voice, calling softly as if she didn’t want anyone else to hear. ‘Mary. Mary, dear …’ but Mary sat on the edge of the bath and stared in front of her, and after a minute, Mrs Carver went away.


Mary stood up and pulled faces at herself in the bathroom mirror until she felt better. Then she unlocked the door very quietly, crept across the landing, and went down the stairs. Aunt Alice was in the kitchen, singing, ‘Eternal Father, strong to save, Whose arm doth rule the restless wave.’ She had a light, trembly voice that wobbled on the high notes.


Mary opened the back door, which had blue and red stained glass panels, and went into the garden. It was a big garden, with a lonely, dark, tangled shrubbery all round it, and what Aunt Alice called a ‘nice tidy bit’ in the middle, where there was a lawn and flower beds cut in neat shapes. Grandfather was standing on the lawn and looking at a rose bed. He always said he was fond of gardening, though it seemed to Mary that he really meant he liked standing and looking at things growing while Aunt Alice did the weeding. But all the same, he had special clothes for gardening which he was wearing now: an old check jacket that was too big for him, since he had shrunk up as he had got older, and a woolly hat Aunt Alice had knitted out of odds and ends of bright wool, with a fat, red bobble on top.


When Mary came up to him, he smiled as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened at breakfast, and said, ‘Hallo, there. Come to give me a hand in the garden?’


Mary said, ‘Grampy, when am I going home?’


She hadn’t meant to say this. The words just came out, as if there was someone else inside her, speaking them.


Grandfather looked at her. There was a funny look on his face as there had been on Mrs Carver’s—as if they both knew something Mary didn’t—but there was a sort of sadness mixed up with it, as if Grandfather were sorrier about whatever-it-was than Mrs Carver had been.


He said, ‘Don’t you like it here?’


Mary wriggled her shoulders and sucked at a strand of hair as if she found this a difficult question to answer, though in fact it shouldn’t have been, and not only because it was pleasant to live near the sea instead of in London, and have a garden to play in, and a shrubbery where she could be private when she wanted to be, and light fires and make camps. Mary was fond of her grandfather—as fond as she was of anyone, that is—and he and Aunt Alice were always at home and never left her by herself in the evenings as her father and mother sometimes did, with only a bad-tempered black cat for company. This cat was called Noakes; he had a raggedy ear and a blind eye, both scars from old battles, and he bit and scratched whenever Mary tried to stroke him. She didn’t blame him, because she knew how he felt, being shut up in a stuffy flat when he longed to be out, roaming the streets and fighting other cats, but there had been times when she wished he would curl up on her bed and purr, instead of crouching resentfully on the window sill and glaring with his one, good eye. Mary wasn’t frightened of being left alone, indeed, she wasn’t frightened of anything very much (she was a little like Noakes in that way as she was in some other ways too) but she had often been bored, and, since she had been staying with her grandfather, she had found it was comforting to hear voices downstairs when you were lying awake in bed. Particularly when you knew that these voices would never get loud and shout at each other.


In fact, Mary could have said, with absolute truth, ‘Yes, I do like being here.’ But she always found it hard to say she liked anything, just as she found it almost impossible to say ‘Thank you,’ or ‘I’m sorry.’ Sometimes she wanted to, but the words stuck in her throat, like pills. So all she said was, ‘Oh, it’s all right, I suppose.’


Grandfather prodded a weed with his walking stick. ‘You know, Aunt Alice and I like having you. Very much indeed.’


Since Mary knew this could not be true, she scowled and said nothing.


Grandfather said, ‘Of course, it’s natural you should miss your Mum and Dad.’


‘Oh, I don’t miss them.’ Mary was so surprised that he should think this, that she spoke quite naturally for once. Then she saw the look on her grandfather’s face and knew that it was the wrong thing to have said: nice children always missed their parents when they were away from them. She looked away and muttered, ‘Always quarrelling and banging doors.’


Grandfather cleared his throat. ‘Well, your friends, then. You must miss your friends.’


‘I didn’t have any.’ Mary thought for a moment. Grandfather clearly wanted her to miss somebody. ‘I suppose I miss Noakes a bit. My cat.’


‘I remember.’ Grandfather chuckled. ‘He once bit me. Right through my trousers. Drew blood. I suppose we could have him here if you really wanted, though your Aunt isn’t very fond of cats.’


‘Oh, Noakes isn’t an ordinary cat,’ Mary said. ‘He’s more of a wild cat, really. He once killed a ginger torn, a huge one, twice his size, and he’s driven hundreds of others away. The people in the other flats are always complaining.’


‘I don’t think Alice would like that,’ Grandfather said. ‘She prefers to be on good terms with the neighbours. But you can have some kind of pet, I daresay. Not a dog, perhaps. Alice was once bitten by a dog.’


‘I wouldn’t mind an alligator,’ Mary said hopefully. ‘We had a baby-sitter once when I was younger, who had an alligator called James, and she kept it in her bathroom.’


‘I was really thinking of something a bit less exotic,’ Grandfather said. ‘A rabbit, say. I used to keep rabbits when I was a boy.’


Mary shook her head. ‘Rabbits are boring.’ She thought her grandfather looked disappointed, so she went on, ‘It’s all right. I don’t really want a pet. I don’t even want to go home, really. It’s just that I want to know when I am going.’


Her grandfather poked in the rose bed with his stick and found another weed. ‘I don’t know.’ He looked at her sadly. ‘I’m sorry, Mary.’


She stared at the rose bushes. ‘You mean they’re not coming back for me?’


Grandfather was making patterns in the earth with his stick. Mary looked at his hand, holding it, and saw there were veins on the back, like blue worms. He said, ‘Well, nothing has been decided.’


Mary’s mouth had dried up. It felt rough and furry. She said, ‘They’re getting a divorce, aren’t they?’ and knew, suddenly, that she had known this all along—for weeks now, ever since the middle of June when her mother had brought her to stay with Grandfather and Aunt Alice—but saying it out loud made it seem worse, somehow.


Grandfather’s ears were red as the red bobble on his woollen hat and his face had gone sagging and crumpled. He looked so unhappy that Mary wished she could think of something to say to cheer him up, but she couldn’t think of anything.


He said, ‘My poor child, I’m afraid they are.’


That, my poor child, made Mary feel very odd. She usually hated it when people seemed to be sorry for her, but her grandfather had spoken so gently and lovingly—as if she really was his poor child, and he cared how she felt and what happened to her—that it almost made her want to cry.


She didn’t; Mary hardly ever cried, even when she hurt herself badly. She just said, in a flat, bored voice, ‘They don’t love me, then.’


‘What nonsense. Of course they do.’ Grandfather sounded shocked and Mary pulled a face, but turned away so that he shouldn’t see. She might have known he would say that! Grown-ups were all the same: they said things, not because they believed they were true, but because they thought they ought to be. ‘They both love you very much,’ Grandfather said. ‘It’s just that—well—just that they don’t love each other, anymore …’ He sighed a little. ‘Of course, your mother was only eighteen when she married. Just a child. A silly, pretty child.’


He half-smiled, as if he was thinking of Mary’s mother when she had been a girl. Then his smile went, and he sighed again, and said that the trouble was, people changed as they got older, and sometimes—not always, but sometimes—if they had married when they were very young, they grew apart. They couldn’t help this. It was just something that happened. No one’s fault.


Mary stopped listening. There was no point. Her grandfather was so good-natured that he never thought anything was anyone’s fault.


She stared straight in front of her and froze into a statue. She often did this when something unpleasant was happening: stood quite still, unfocused her eyes into a blue, and held her breath, so that she not only looked like a statue, but if she tried really hard, could almost believe she was one, stony-cold and feeling nothing. She could still hear things, people talking and moving about, but what they said or did seemed to be nothing to do with her.


She knew Aunt Alice was in the garden because she heard her, talking in a low, agitated voice to her grandfather, and his calmer voice, replying, but she didn’t look at them, or move, not one frozen muscle, until Aunt Alice touched her shoulder and said, ‘Mary. Oh Mary, darling …’


Then Mary came alive, turning from a statue into an angry, red-faced demon, whirling round, fists clenched, so that Aunt Alice stepped backwards as if she were afraid Mary might hit her. ‘Don’t call me darling, don’t you dare …’


‘Darling,’ was what her mother and father called her. Mary darling, Darling Mary. As if they loved her.


‘I hate being called darling, it’s just soppy,’ Mary shouted, and ran off across the lawn, so fast that her cheeks jolted, into the shrubbery.


She threw herself on the ground. Although she shut her eyes she could still see her grandfather’s bewildered old face, and Aunt Alice’s silly, rabbity one, bouncing up and down. She rolled over and over, grinding her teeth and scrabbling her fingers into the soft, leafy earth. She hated herself. She was horrible, that’s why her mother and father left her—Mrs Carver had as good as said so—and now she had been horrible to grandfather and Aunt Alice. Aunt Alice was a silly fool with hairs on her chin and a rumbling stomach, and she said silly things like, between you and me and the gatepost, and Tell it not in Gath! but she only meant to be kind, and Mary had been horrible to her. And what was worse—so much worse, that Mary felt as if she could hardly bear it—was that neither Grandfather nor Aunt Alice would blame her or get angry. ‘Poor Mary,’ they would say, ‘she can’t help it.’


Whatever she did.


‘Poor Mary,’ Mary said in a disgusted voice. Then, ‘Damn. Damn and hell. ‘She pulled up loose handfuls of soil and leaves and rubbed them over her head and face. Some of the earth got in her mouth, which stopped her. She sat up, grimacing and spitting and said, aloud, ‘Oh I wish … I wish I could do something really bad.’



















TWO


Stop Thief!





MARY RAN. SHE ran out of the garden, through the main street of the town, and along the sea front, towards the pier. Her head thumped, and when she breathed, the air hurt her teeth and stabbed down her throat, like a knife.


The wind was so cold. The early morning sun had gone (as Aunt Alice had guessed it might) and the beach was almost empty; a shingly shelf sloping down to a wide, shining expanse of blue mud, with gulls crying over it.


And not only the beach was deserted. Most of the cafes on the promenade were boarded up and the Fun Fair was closed. There were very few summer visitors this year, because of the tar on the beach, and the only people in sight were very old; pensioners, sitting wrapped in scarves and overcoats in the shelters on the front, and looking out to sea as if they were waiting for something.


As she passed one of the shelters, Mary put two fingers in her mouth and gave a sudden, loud whistle, but none of the old people jumped. They didn’t even look at her. Only a few gulls rose, startled and screaming.


Mary hunched her shoulders and walked on. Just before the pier, there was an open kiosk that sold sweets and ice-cream and buckets and spades and enormous, cotton-wool sticks of candy floss. Outside the kiosk was a large, stuffed bear; if you put sixpence in the box round his neck you could sit on top of him to have your photograph taken. Usually Mary thought he looked alarmingly realistic, with his grinning, red mouth, and spiky, yellow teeth, but today, with no one on his back, he looked forlorn and moth-eaten—indeed, there was quite a large hole in his side with some of the stuffing showing through. Mary prodded her finger into the hole and pulled out some of the kapok fluff, and the man in the kiosk poked out his head and shouted at her.


Mary stuck out her tongue, and jumped off the promenade on to the beach, beside a small jetty. On the other side, there was a patch of sand where two small children were playing, building a castle and decorating it with seaweed and lumps of tar. Mary heaved herself up on the jetty, lay on her front on its green, slimy surface, and looked down at them. When they saw her, she pulled a face. She could pull awful faces, and this was her best one: her mad face, which she made by pulling the corners of her mouth up and the corners of her eyes down with her thumbs and forefingers, and, at the same time, pressing the end of her nose with her little fingers so that the holes of her nostrils showed. She knew that if she rolled her eyes as well, this could be very frightening, and it did frighten the children. They burst into tears, and stumbled, howling, along the beach to their mother who was snoozing in a deck chair. She opened one eye and said, ‘Now what’s the matter with you?’


Pleased with this success, Mary scrambled off the jetty and ran further along the beach, past the pier to the bathing huts. But there were no more children in sight, only a woman sitting in the shelter of one of the huts. She was wearing an ancient fur coat—more bare patches than fur—and she had an old, lined, papery face, but when Mary pulled the mad face at her, she jumped up with surprising agility, shook a rolled-up newspaper at Mary and said, ‘Go away this minute, you rude, naughty child.’


‘Go away this minute, go away this minute,’ Mary chanted, copying the old lady’s indignant voice and waving her hands about, but inwardly she felt cast down. ‘Naughty’ was a babyish word. Only small children were naughty. She pulled another face—as if she were going to be sick—but her heart wasn’t in it, and the old lady just looked contemptuous. She sat down, arranged the mangy fur over her thin knees, and closed her eyes.


Mary watched her. Sometimes it upset people if they opened their eyes and knew you had been staring at them all the time. But the old lady stayed so still that she might really have been asleep—or dead—and after a minute Mary gave up and climbed the steps on to the promenade. She felt, suddenly, heavy and lumpish, and so bored that she wanted to yawn. Pulling faces and annoying people was too easy, there was nothing to it! If Grandfather knew, he wouldn’t even be cross! He might say ‘Well, dear, it wasn’t very kind, was it?’ But that would be all!


Ordinary naughtiness was no use, then. Mary didn’t really know what she meant by ‘no use’; just that she wanted to do something much worse, so that Grandfather—and everyone else—would know how really bad she was. She felt that in some queer way this might make her feel better.


But what could she do? She looked at the desolate promenade and the long line of shuttered bathing huts. Grandfather rented one of these huts to change in when he swam, which he did every day, when it was warm enough. Aunt Alice thought he was too old to swim, now he was nearly eighty years old, and was always telling him so. He might have heart attack, or drown, or catch a cold! Aunt Alice couldn’t do anything about the heart attack, or the drowning, since she had always been too frightened to learn to swim herself, but she did her best to prevent his catching cold by coming down to the hut with him and making him cocoa on the stove inside. Grandfather hated cocoa, but Aunt Alice made him drink it, standing over him with a Do-as-I-tell-you-or-else, expression.


Mary thought that old people were often no better off than children, with other grown-ups always bullying them and knowing what was best for them and making them wear vests and drink cocoa.


She thought of a way to get her own back on Aunt Alice. The key to their bathing hut was hidden underneath, fastened to the bottom step by a piece of wire. She could get inside and make a good mess—empty out the sugar on to the floor and put sand in the cocoa …


For a minute, the idea seemed a good one, then she found herself yawning. She felt too lazy to go to all that trouble! Besides, Aunt Alice was short-sighted. She might not notice the sand in the cocoa, and Grandfather would have to drink it! And even if he found out whose fault it was, he would still only say, ‘Poor Mary. It’s not her fault she’s naughty. She’s upset and you can hardly blame her.’ (Since people were always making excuses for Mary and she was always listening at doors, she knew just what he would say.)


Mary yawned again, until her jaw cracked. No—if she was going to do something bad, she would have to think of something worse than that. Something criminal—like being a bank robber or a murderer!


She began to walk back towards the pier, jumping the cracked paving stones and crossing her eyes to make it more difficult. Then she wondered how long she could keep her eyes crossed and concentrated hard on this, succeeding so well that a passing woman glanced at her, averted her own eyes hastily, and said to her husband, ‘What a terrible tragedy! Such a pretty child, too!’


By the time Mary got to the pier, her eyes ached with squinting and she felt hungry. Finding half a crown in her pocket, she went to the kiosk for a stick of candy floss. She wondered if the man would recognise her as the girl who had been pulling the stuffing out of his bear, but he didn’t really look at her; he gazed at a point somewhere beyond her shoulder and served a man who wanted a packet of cigarettes, although Mary had been there before him.


Mary hated the man in the kiosk for this. When he finally attended to her, giving her the candy floss and turning to the till for change, she took two Crunchie Bars from the front of the counter and put them in her pocket. She took her change, smiling so brightly, and saying thank you so pleasantly, that the man seemed startled. He smiled back and said it was a pity it had blown up so cold, after such a fine morning.


The Crunchie Bars were sticking through the stuff of her jeans. Mary kept her hand over the bump and backed away from the kiosk, still smiling hard. Then she turned and skipped off, humming under her breath. She felt excited and scared at the same time. She longed to look round to see if there was anyone around who could have seen her, but she didn’t dare. She went on, hopping and skipping and humming like a girl without a care in the world until she came to some steps that led to the beach. She ran down them, jumping the last three, on to the shingle.


Her heart was thumping. She crouched in the shelter of the sea wall which had a concrete lip, curving over her head. The sea came right up, during high tide, and it smelt sea weedy and sour close to the wall, rather like the smell in a cave. Mary wrinkled her nose, but didn’t dare to move. Alarming fears were crowding in on her, making her legs feel stiff and heavy. Suppose someone had seen her! Suppose hundreds of people had seen her! She had thought the sea front was empty, but suppose all these people had really been hiding—in the shelters and behind the bandstand, and under the tall, wooden legs of the pier! Waiting and watching! Suppose they had all risen up and run after her, shouting together, ‘Stop thief, stop thief …’


Suppose they were running after her now.


Her heart thumped faster. When someone actually spoke, she thought it would jump right out of her throat. ‘We seed you,’ the voice said. It came from above her head.


Mary dropped her candy floss. Looking up, she saw two faces looking down. Small, red, round faces that seemed, for a dreadful moment, to be fastened directly on to the top of two pairs of very short, stumpy, red legs. Then she saw that these nightmarish creatures were in fact two quite ordinary children, crouching on their haunches on the lip of the promenade and peering down, their chins resting on their knees. They wore shorts and had close-cropped, dark hair, slicked down so flat that it might have been painted on their heads.


‘We seed you,’ one of the children repeated, and giggled.
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