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Jolly boating weather,

And a hay-harvest breeze;

Blade on the feather,

Shade off the trees,

Swing, swing together,

With your bodies between your knees,

Swing, swing together,

With your bodies between your knees.

Eton Boating Song

William Johnson Cory (c.1863)






Chapter One




Original use of butter – Respecting the Rules – Down to the Thames

‘Naked?’ Harriet Shaw inquired.

‘Completely, darling. In the buff. It’s awfully good fun. Words can’t describe it. You’ll come, won’t you?’

‘I believe I might.’

‘Splendid! We’ll meet in the common room at a quarter past midnight. Can you get some butter?’

‘What do we want with butter, for goodness’ sake?’

‘We rub it on the sides of the window to stop it from squeaking. Otherwise it makes enough noise to rouse the entire college. And you’ll need a towel, of course. There’s a stack of them in the linen store. Slip in there this afternoon when the maids are not about. Jane and I still have the ones we took last time. Oh, and don’t breathe a word to anyone else. People aren’t to be trusted. Certain of our fellow-students would like nothing better than the Plum to catch us red-handed.’

‘If she does, I shall be red all over, never mind my hands.’

In Elfrida College for the Training of Female Elementary Teachers, Miss Plummer had a well-justified reputation for securing the highest standards of behaviour in her young ladies. Any reckless enough to flout her Rules and Regulations, a copy of which hung above the spiritual text over each student’s bed, incurred more than displeasure. There was a scale of penalties ranging from restriction of diet (for minor offences, such as speaking out of turn) to instant expulsion (for offences not clearly specified in the Rules, but darkly implied by the phrase ‘intemperate, indecorous or unladylike conduct’). As a system it worked well, and the young ladies received their training in an orderly manner appropriate to the profession they were entering. That is not to say that the Rules were never disobeyed: that was too much to ask of thirty girls of seventeen and upwards. But Miss Plummer’s discipline was such that girls with insubordinate tendencies kept them under control for the greater part by far of their time at Elfrida College. The flaw in the system was that if they did decide to kick over the traces they kicked with all the gusto of the front line of the chorus.

And that was how Harriet Shaw was persuaded to take a midnight bathe with Jane Morrison and Molly Stevens on the night of Tuesday, 27 August 1889.

The College was located beside the Thames a short way below Henley Reach, a stretch of the river as safe, secluded and attractive as any from source to sea. The grounds extended right down to the towpath but the fifty yards of lawn fronting the river was out of bounds to students on account of perils presented not by the river, but by young men accustomed to using the towpath. So the river and its traffic had to be regarded from a discreet distance, a distance that lent something more than enchantment to the view. The river seemed to exert an attractive force increasingly difficult to resist as the girls progressed through their first year and entered their second. If a student were to give way to the promptings and break bounds then she was risking expulsion, so why not make an occasion of it by going at night and bathing in the river by moonlight dressed as nature intended? That, in a nutshell, was Molly’s argument.

They claimed to have done it before, those two. They said it had been the most exquisite experience they could remember. Harriet believed them. They were adventurous spirits, she was sure, and they had secrets. No two girls in the College were as close friends as they and she was sure they had broken the Rules before. Because they were so close they had covered up for each other. Better than that, they had actually conspired to be favourites of the Plum. It was a privilege really to be invited to share in their escapade. She was slightly mystified why they should have chosen her of all the girls, but there it was.

This and other thoughts occupied her as she lay fully clothed in bed that night waiting for Henley Church faintly to chime the quarter hour past midnight. The Plum had long since made her tour of the building checking that all bolts and catches were fastened. With luck she would be asleep by now, secure in her brass bedstead in the room with the balcony at the front of the house, that balcony from which she liked to quiz the girls through her lorgnette as she basked in the sunshine with her two white cats. After a year at Elfrida, Harriet was less terrified of her than she had been at first, but she was still a formidable personage, a distinctly sour Plum.

Just as she was beginning to fear she had not heard it, the single chime sounded. Minutes later she was in the common room releasing a long breath at having got down the stairs without causing one to creak. Molly and Jane were already at the window easing it upwards with professional stealth.

‘You first,’ whispered Jane.

Momentarily, as she drew her legs over the sill and felt for a foothold on the lawn outside, the uncomfortable thought crossed Harriet’s mind that they might close the window behind her and leave her stranded. But she had misjudged them. Molly, slight and agile, sprang down beside her and together they took Jane’s hands and helped her out. They celebrated their liberty with a swift exchange of smiles, and started running across the tennis-lawn. Jane unfurled her bath towel and whirled it like a Dervish in the centre of the court until Molly jerked her away, down through the trees towards the low stone wall that marked the edge of bounds without altogether obstructing the view of the river. They negotiated it easily, giggling now, for they were too far from the house to be heard, and raced down the slope to the row of willows beside the towpath.



Chapter Two




Molly by moonlight – Concerning Harriet’s hat – River scene with figures

‘It couldn’t have been easier, could it?’ said Molly, already unfastening buttons.

‘Like peeling an orange,’ said Jane.

‘You say the funniest things, Jane! Peeling an orange! Just when we’re about to –’ Harriet stopped in mid-sentence.

Molly had stepped out of her dress and was standing naked in front of her. So was Jane. They could not have been wearing anything under their dresses.

‘Aren’t you ready?’ asked Molly, with a slight implication of censure.

‘My underclothes. I didn’t think to leave them off.’ It was out of the question to ask them to wait while she struggled several minutes more with stockings and stays. ‘I’ll join you as soon as I’m ready.’

‘Very well, then. We probably would get cold waiting.’

She watched as they stepped carefully off the bank, Jane markedly taller than Molly. In the water, reflected moonlight faintly underscored the areas of their anatomy nearest the surface. It occurred to Harriet what a silly spectacle they presented. With less enthusiasm she lifted her day-gown over her head.

The conversation that presently carried across the water did little to salve her wounded feelings.

‘Is she still undressing?’

‘It doesn’t surprise me. Harriet had a very proper upbringing. She wouldn’t dream of coming out without her drawers on. I’m surprised she wasn’t wearing a hat.’

This provoked a peal of laughter from Jane. ‘The one with the humming-birds – the one she wears to church? Imagine taking to the water in that, without a stitch on underneath!’

So this was their idea of a companionable dip. Harriet would have put on her dress again and marched straight back to the house if it were not certain to become the principal topic of breakfast conversation next morning. No, she would not give them the chance to say she had taken fright at the last minute. She was going to demonstrate that a proper upbringing was no constraint on a truly adventurous spirit. She started unfastening her tapes with determination.

The river looked another place by night. The ranks of beeches set back on both sides which were such a feature by day made no impression at all, except when a breeze stirred the leaves. Instead the water provided the spectacle, exhibiting a fragmented and elongated moon across its width and so marking the limits of the banks.

Harriet’s shape too, was defined against the shimmering moonlight. Naked now, she still had the well-cared-for look of her class, a figure unquestionably cultivated on three good meals a day; perhaps the hips were too rounded for perfection, but her waist was trim and her bosom claimed attention with a sportive bob as she waded towards the centre of the river.

‘Here she comes!’ Molly announced. ‘Get your shoulders under quickly, Harriet. Someone might be watching!’

This suggestion had the intended outcome. Harriet surged into the deeper water with the suddenness of a lifeboat, remembering just in time to keep her hair from getting wet. The Thames was colder than she expected and the mud on the river-bottom unpleasantly soft to the feet, not in the least like the sand of Bognor Regis, where she had bathed from a machine the previous summer. But once the initial shock was over she found the temperature of the water quite tolerable. She pushed forward with her arms and took her feet off the bottom as if she was swimming. She was not really a swimmer, but she enjoyed the sensation of weightlessness in the water. Better than that, she had the delicious satisfaction of defying the Plum in as flagrant a manner as she could imagine. She drew her hands down her body to reaffirm her nakedness.

‘Awfully jolly, isn’t it?’ said Jane, at her side. ‘Like water-nymphs. Do you think we could tempt a young man in here and drown him?’

‘Don’t be so morbid,’ called Molly, from closer to the centre of the river. She was able to swim several strokes and she wanted the others to be in no doubt of the fact.

‘Let’s surprise her,’ whispered Jane. Before Harriet had time to consider what was in prospect, her hand was taken and she was tugged towards the centre. She felt the current pressing her from the right.

‘I can’t swim.’

‘I won’t let go of you,’ Jane promised. ‘It doesn’t shelve much. We’ll approach her from behind and tap her on each shoulder.’

It was the kind of trick Harriet had half-expected the others to play on herself. She allowed Jane to steer her into deeper water. She could touch the mud with her toes, no more. They manoeuvred themselves behind Molly, who was facing downriver. The current carried them effortlessly towards her. Each of them stretched out a hand as they closed on her.

At the contact, she turned, laughing and poked playfully at them. ‘I knew what was going on,’ she said. Then with a change of expression so sudden that they might have mistaken it for a delayed reaction if she had not at the same instant taken her hand out of the water and pointed behind them, she screamed, not a piercing scream, more of a gasp, but devastating in its timing, that split second after their trick had appeared to fail.

Harriet looked over her shoulder and saw the cause of Molly’s alarm.

They were approaching steadily downriver. Three men in a boat, and a dog, keeping watch from the prow.



Chapter Three




Harriet adrift – Advantages of an understanding of Geography – One over the eyot

What happened next need never have occurred if our three bathers had kept their heads. The boat, gliding serenely across the moonlit strip of water, was some forty yards away, its occupants oblivious of the presence of anything remarkable. Its course would bring it, at worst, within fifteen yards of Harriet and her companions. Had they remained where they were and turned modestly towards the Buckinghamshire bank the chance was high that they would not have been noticed.

Instead, they obeyed their first impulse and struck out for the place where they had left their clothes. Jane slipped her hand from Harriet’s and glided away with a rapid side-stroke. Harriet, unable to swim and practically out of her depth, might still have been able to follow on tip-toe, and was beginning to, when she was confronted first by the pale, surfacing shape of Molly’s rump and, an instant later, the soles of her feet, drawn up in the first position of the breast-stroke. As the legs straightened, the feet made contact with Harriet and pushed her firmly towards the centre of the river.

The current of the Thames is not reckoned to be powerful in the summer months, but it can still be inconvenient to boats or bathers that slip their moorings. Harriet first sank in the deeper water, swallowing enough of it to make her doubt whether she could find the strength to struggle upwards again. Her feet came into contact with something slimy to the touch, possibly water-weed, and she jerked her legs away instinctively, giving herself the impetus to come spluttering to the surface. A gulp of air, and she was under again, but by agitating her arms and legs she avoided touching the bottom. She broke the surface for a second time and succeeded in staying afloat, thanks mainly to the steady pull of the current, which she found she could ride by spreading her arms wide.

It was an extraordinary sensation, strongly reminiscent of dreams she had experienced from time to time which she had always supposed had something to do with being introduced early to Alice in Wonderland. Now that she was reasonably confident she could keep her head above the water and would not drown, there was even something pleasurable in being carried along by the river, submitting to its firm, unending pressure. She understood why people said swimming was simply a question of confidence. Being carried by the current, she suspected, was more enjoyable than swimming, which she had always regarded as ungraceful. Like this, she could assume attitudes more natural than ever one could with the breast-stroke or side-stroke. The more relaxed she became, the more buoyant was her body. It was a discovery she was sure Molly and Jane had not made. It brought a new dimension to the night’s adventure.

The moment had to arrive when sanity reasserted itself, for whatever agreeable sensations Harriet derived from her predicament, Hurley Weir was only a mile downriver. In the darkness, and at so low an elevation, she was unable to tell how far she had already travelled. She estimated that she must be approaching Medmenham. Near the Abbey the river snaked sharply, before the broad reach leading to Hurley. If she was carried into that reach, there was no way of escaping destruction on the weir’s gargantuan teeth.

She had one chance, and the wit to conserve her strength for it.

It was not long in coming. On her left, the sky had been obscured for perhaps a minute by thick foliage along the Buckinghamshire bank. Now there was a break. She knew where she was. One memorable afternoon the Plum had conducted a geography lesson in two rowing boats manned by the gardener and his son. They had rowed the girls half a mile downriver to study the effects of erosion and deposition. From the lawn in front of Medmenham Abbey a party of young men with a banjo had serenaded them with Paddle Your Own Canoe. She was quite sure this was the place. Around the next bend, where the river turned almost upon itself, the action of the water had formed three eyots. The smallest and narrowest was to the left. The mainstream of the current passed between it and the two on the right. If Harriet had understood the geography lesson correctly – and concentration had been difficult that afternoon – water flowing on the inside of a curve is shallower and flows less quickly than on the outside. If she could possibly steer herself leftwards towards the smallest island, there was a chance of getting a foothold on the silt that must have accumulated around its base.

With a determined thrashing of arms and legs she started across the current towards the eyot. She was immediately turned over like a log, but righted herself and tried again at a less ambitious angle to the flow. Several times she started to sink but managed to rear up, and when her strength was all but spent and she submerged again, she felt her knees touch firm mud. She was in three feet of water.

How long she remained kneeling in the shallows waiting for the pumping of her heart to return to normal, Harriet was in no state to estimate. She was not surprised that by the time she remembered the existence of the three men in the boat (to say nothing of the dog) and turned to look for them they were nowhere in sight. If they had noticed her in the water they had not demonstrated much concern for her plight. Two, she remembered, had been rowing and would have had their backs to her. The third had sunk downwards somewhat in the cushions at the other end and may well have been asleep. If that was so then the panic in the water must have been unnecessary. Jane and Molly, for all their experience of the world at large, had plunged like porpoises at the first sight of the opposite sex.

Pleasing as that recollection was, it did not alter the fact that Harriet was marooned without her clothes, wet and shivering on a small island in the Thames.

Well, she would look upon it as a test of character. ‘A teacher must be equal to each situation, however unpredictable,’ Miss Plummer frequently reminded her students, although the Plum’s wildest vision of the unpredictable was walking into a classroom and finding no chalk there. Resolutely, Harriet heaved herself on to the island, a narrow strip entirely covered by reeds, waist-high. Some small creature scuttled into the water, putting her nerves to the test at once. Harriet crossed the spine of the eyot with the high, fastidious steps of a wading bird, and entered the water on the other side.

A channel no more than fifteen feet in width separated her from the river bank. Feeling no excessive pressure from the current, she ventured to the level of her thighs and found she could reach the bough of an overhanging willow. She twisted it round her wrist, took a deep breath and set off for the opposite bank with all the strength she had left. At its deepest point the water reached her chin, but she gripped the willow tightly and kept moving until she was clear and safely up the bank.

There, another test of character awaited her. She found as she stood upright that her way was obstructed by an uncountable number of thin metal struts radiating from a common centre. It was like looking into an ornamental bird-cage large enough to house a peacock, but the creature on the other side was not feathered or exotic: it was a policeman, shining his bull’s-eye lantern through the fore-wheel of a penny-farthing bicycle.



Chapter Four




A towpath dialogue – Short digression on diabolical practices – A constable’s consideration

‘Would you be requirin’ assistance, miss?’ he gently inquired in the dialect rarely heard by the sheltered community at Elfrida College.

‘Oh!’ Her hands moved with a speed that would have drawn a cry of admiration from a drill-sergeant. ‘It would oblige me if you would point your lantern in some other direction.’

‘Certainly, miss. Been swimmin’, have you? ’Tis nothin’ unusual to drift downstream a little. Where are you from?’

She hesitated, reluctant to throw herself on his mercy, but recoiling from telling a lie to the law. Candour triumphed. ‘I belong to the training college. I was taking a midnight bathe. My clothes are half a mile that way.’ She indicated the direction with a small movement of her head.

‘Then you’d better put my tunic about you. ’Tis a tidy walk from here.’ He set down his bicycle and lamp and began unfastening buttons. ‘That’s Medmenham Abbey behind me,’ he said, ‘You’ll no doubt have heard of the Hell Fire Club of a hundred years ago. They were a prime set of rogues, they were. We remember ’em in these parts – Sir Francis Dashwood and that John Wilkes and Members of Parliament comin’ here regular from Westminster. There, put that round your shoulders, miss. Yes, when I saw you climbin’ up that bank I don’t mind admittin’ the thought crossed my mind that you were the tormented spirit of some poor village girl, taken advantage of by those wicked rascals. Would you permit me to accompany you, miss?’

It seemed a superfluous question when she was wearing his tunic, but he must have asked it out of courtesy. He was a singularly considerate constable, standing in the moonlight in his braces with his bull’s-eye pointing discreetly at the ground. And he looked not many years older than she.

‘I shall feel the safer for your company, Officer.’

He left the bicycle on the grass, explaining that he would collect it later when he returned to his vigil. There had been reports that night fishing was going on and he was deputed to investigate.

‘I did notice three men in a boat, but I don’t believe I saw fishing-rods,’ said Harriet. She was feeling more comfortable in the tunic, which she wore like a cloak. It extended past the middle of her thighs.

‘What sort of boat was it, miss?’

‘Oh, a rowing-boat, a skiff, I believe. Two men were rowing and the third was seated facing them. They had a dog with them. They didn’t look like poachers.’

‘You can’t tell, miss. They might have been trailing nets.’

Even in her moment of greatest alarm this was not a thought which had occurred to Harriet. Imagine becoming entangled in their net! Things could certainly have turned out worse than they had. If the constable’s tunic had been only a foot or two longer, or, better still, if he had been wearing a greatcoat, the walk along the river bank might have been quite agreeable. He was a tall young man and he moved with a confident air, one hand gripping his braces and the other pulling aside occasional branches that overhung their route.

It occurred to Harriet that if night fishing was illegal, naked bathing was probably against the law as well. She wondered whether the constable proposed to make an arrest. It seemed to matter less than the reception awaiting her at College. Expulsion was inevitable, for what was ‘indecorous or unladylike conduct’ if it was not coming back in the small hours dressed only in a policeman’s tunic? She would surely become a legend among the students, but she would never become a teacher.

She stole a glance at his face. He still had an accommodating look. Perhaps it was the way his moustache curled at the ends. No, she could see his eyes quite clearly in the moonlight and they twinkled with good humour, like her Papa’s. They must be blue, she decided.

‘I shall be in fearful trouble.’

‘Why is that, miss?’ He was genuinely surprised.

‘We are not supposed to go out. It was a madcap adventure. I was dared to do it, you see. When Miss Plummer finds out –’

‘Miss Plummer?’ His accent made the name quite sweet to the ear.

‘Our principal.’

‘Why should she find out, miss?’

‘Aren’t you taking me back to the College?’

‘You ain’t in custody, miss.’ He smiled. ‘If you got out without that lady knowin’ it, I dare say you can get in again. I’ll just walk along with you and make sure your clothes are still where you left them. When we get there I’ll turn the other way and you can return my tunic and I’ll make my way back to Medmenham. I’ve no mind to disturb your principal’s sleep, any more than you have, miss. Besides, I wouldn’t know what to say to the lady. After all, I don’t even know your name.’

‘Thank you.’

They walked the next two hundred yards in silence. Then she put her hand lightly on his sleeve.

‘It’s Harriet Shaw.’



Chapter Five




Penny-farthing shocker – Before the Plum – Something rather horrid

‘Harriet! Here comes your policeman, riding up the drive on his bicycle.’

‘Let me see!’ cried Jane, at the landing window before Molly had completed her announcement. ‘My word, Harriet, he is a cut above the average. Look at the way he rides – that straight back, like a Prussian. Is it really your policeman? What a perfectly ravishing moustache! Why do you suppose he’s here?’

If Harriet had known the answer to that, she would not have turned so pale. Two days after the episode in the river she had begun to hope that she might have got away with it. The Plum had not said a word, nor even looked more disagreeable than usual, although the rest of the College had been buzzing with the story, amended slightly under the influence of good taste and girls’ adventure stories. There was not one inmate of Elfrida who had not pictured herself plucked from the roaring weir by Harriet’s policeman, wrapped in his enormous cape, carried to safety and dosed with a strong-tasting restorative from a hip-flask.

And now her rescuer, who had given his word not to speak to Miss Plummer about what had happened, was riding up to the front door as coolly as the catsmeat boy.

‘He is the same one, isn’t he?’ demanded Jane, pink with excitement.

Harriet admitted that he was.

‘Marvellous! Why don’t you lean out and wave to him?’

‘Let’s not forget who we are,’ cautioned Molly. ‘Besides, it might cause an accident, surprising a bicyclist like that. You’re too impulsive, Jane. I don’t suppose his visit has anything to do with Harriet. The gardener must have been intemperate again in Henley last night.’

Jane pointed dramatically along the drive. ‘And do you suppose that this is the gardener being driven home in a growler?’

Their faces pressed to the window and watched a four-wheeled cab follow the wide curve of the drive and stop below them, almost out of view. Its connection with the policeman was made clear at once. Two bowler hats emerged and approached the helmet, all that was visible from this angle of the hero of Hurley Weir. Words were exchanged, impossible to hear, but suggestive of a prior arrangement. Fully a minute passed before the doorbell rang.

‘I believe he is going to tell Miss Plummer everything,’ said Harriet, sounding disturbingly like a clairvoyant. ‘Those men know all about it and they have come to make sure nothing is left out.’

‘Harriet, what an appalling thought!’

Jane had lost her colour completely. ‘He doesn’t know about us – Molly and me – does he? You didn’t tell him there were three of us in the river?’

‘I told him I was bathing alone.’

‘You wouldn’t say anything to the Plum yourself, would you?’

Her fellow-conspirators waited, fingering their necks, for their reprieve.

‘No.’

There followed one of the more uncomfortable intervals in Harriet’s life. Sensing her ordeal, the others talked of other things, as wardresses do in the condemned cell, but each time a door opened anywhere in the house the conversation faltered.

Crocker, the Plum’s personal maid, delivered the summons after forty minutes. ‘Begging your pardon, miss, the Principal wishes you to come to her study immediate.’

Sympathy mingled with awe surrounded Harriet as she stepped downstairs. At the Plum’s door she drew a deep breath, thought of all the Tudors and Stuarts who had faced the headsman with dignity, and knocked once.

‘Enter.’

She had been in the study just once before, on her first day at College, and then it had looked more roomy, possibly because it was not full of large men. The two who had arrived by cab were seated in leather armchairs flanking Miss Plummer’s desk. The bowler hats rested catlike on their knees. Harriet’s constable was standing rigidly to the right, next to a Chinese screen depicting a stag-hunt.

Her worst intimations were confirmed at once.

‘Is this the girl, Constable?’ the Plum asked in a voice of doom.

The quickness of his glance showed how ill at ease he was. ‘It is, ma’am.’

‘You could not be mistaken?’

‘No, ma’am.’

‘Then it seems that the mistake is mine. I reposed my trust in you, Harriet Shaw, and I am advised that you betrayed it by breaking bounds last Tuesday night. Is this correct?’

‘Yes, Miss Plummer.’

Miss Plummer closed her eyes. ‘Is it also true that you put your life and the good name of the College at risk by recklessly plunging into the River Thames?’

‘Quite true, I am afraid.’

The eyes opened. ‘What were you wearing at the time?’

‘Nothing, Miss –’

The policeman firmly interjected. ‘Nothing liable to cause offence to passers-by, ma’am, if that was what you were thinkin’.’

Whatever Miss Plummer was thinking, she was determined to investigate the matter at source. ‘Do you possess a bathing dress, Harriet?’

The person to her right shifted in his chair. ‘With respect, ma’am, we haven’t time to go into the contents of Miss Shaw’s wardrobe. You seem to have established that she was the young lady Constable Hardy came across on Tuesday night and now I propose to put some questions to her. With your permission, I hope.’

The speaker’s tone left no doubt that his hope was Miss Plummer’s command.

‘If that is what you wish. The girl is at your disposal. Harriet, these gentlemen are going to speak to you about something rather horrid that has occurred in our locality. Please answer them truthfully. They are detectives from Scotland Yard, Sergeant Cribb and Constable Thackeray.’



Chapter Six




Introducing Sergeant Cribb – The hand in the weir – Harriet in custody

Scotland Yard detectives. Harriet knew she had broken the rules, but this was going rather far, even for the Plum. Sergeant Cribb, the one who had spoken, turned in her direction. ‘I think you should sit down, miss.’

The other detective stood up and she took his place in the armchair and faced Sergeant Cribb. In profile he reminded her of Portugal, sharp-featured with an imperfect line to the nose. She often saw people as maps, and maps as people. It was a useful faculty she intended to pass on in the classroom, if ever she got into one. His full face was more northern in character, long and somewhat lined by glaciation, with side-whiskers, like Norway. She was not good at estimating men’s ages, but she supposed he had reached what her mother called the dangerous time of life. His eyes certainly had the glitter of a man confident in his exchanges with the opposite sex and his clothes showed indications of being chosen with some thought to the impression he would make.

‘I want to tell you something at the start, Miss Shaw. You’ve every right to think that Constable Hardy over there’ – he turned a finger at Harriet’s policeman without looking at him – ‘has broken a promise he made to you. And so he has. It’s put you in a very difficult position. Constable Hardy isn’t going to blame you in the least if you set about him, pummel him all over and lead him round the room by the ends of his moustache. He’s mortified with shame, is Hardy.’ Sergeant Cribb this time turned to regard the constable, who was staring dolefully in the direction of the wall opposite. ‘Now you might be thinking, Miss Shaw, that Hardy lightly disregarded that promise. Not so.’ The sergeant moved forward confidentially. ‘He’s like a cracker on Christmas Day, miss. Torn clean in two. It was his duty as a police officer against his promise to you. Terrible conflict. Duty prevailed.’ Sergeant Cribb spread his hands eloquently. ‘And that’s why we’re here.’ He immediately countered the callousness of this by holding up a cautionary finger. ‘I think you will discover that Hardy ain’t the scoundrel you take him for. There were circumstances, miss. Circumstances.’ He glanced in Miss Plummer’s direction. ‘May I speak plain, ma’am?’
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