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  Chapter One




  In her dream she was sitting on a seat overlooking the sea; the spring afternoon was drawing to a close, a light mist was thickening over the water; before night it would have

  developed into fog. Round the lamps, that were already kindled, was that faint aura that betokens moisture in the atmosphere; behind her people were moving quickly, talking, saying it was time to

  be getting along. A young mother, with two children and a baby in a push-cart, went by, scolding one of the little boys for stroking a strange dog.




  ‘It might bite you,’ she said, ‘and people can die of dog-bites.’




  (She wanted to say, ‘Only if the dog’s mad’, but she said nothing, because in dreams you never do the obvious thing.)




  The little boy asked, ‘What’s die?’ and his mother answered, rather crossly: ‘Go away from me and Dad and Bert and Rosie. You wouldn’t like that.’




  ‘Go where?’ asked the little boy.




  ‘I know where you’re going the minute you get home and that’s bed,’ retorted the overtaxed mother.




  (She thought, ‘I’ll never speak to my children like that.’)




  Then the quartet had gone by, and two elderly women crossed in front of her, one saying, ‘I couldn’t believe it, dear. Marked down to six-and-eleven from four pounds. Oh no, it

  wasn’t a mistake. I asked specially. It was just that it was a difficult colour to wear. Luckily I can wear anything. . . .’




  Then they, too, had vanished and a young man lounged up, hands in pockets, leaning against the rail and staring out at the water. The gulls were coming inland—didn’t they say that

  was a sign of bad weather? Three of them actually perched on the rail; the young man took his hands out of his pockets and clapped and they all went away. They flew so close she could see the red

  legs hanging down, their bright, predatory black eyes, almost feel the wind their wings made as they flashed off. The young man put his hands back in his pockets and strolled up to the seat where

  she sat.




  ‘Waiting for someone, sunshine?’




  She thought vaguely, again as you do in dreams, ‘He can’t be speaking to me. I don’t know him.’




  ‘Cat got your tongue?’ suggested the young man, seating himself casually beside her. ‘Wakey-wakey, sweetheart.’




  She stood up abruptly, and walked over to the rail; she had a blue leather shoulder-bag that swung against her hip, and soft blue gloves that wrinkled over her wrists. She pulled them off and

  stuffed them into the pocket of the long blue coat. She half expected the young man to follow her, but he whistled and shrugged and went away, like the little family and the two women and the

  gulls, all going away from her. She turned and looked over her shoulder; behind her was a long row of shops, all the windows brilliantly lighted; between her and the shops the traffic moved, the

  green and white omnibuses, the cars, the delivery vans. A busy place . . . her thoughts stopped abruptly. In dreams places don’t have names and this was a dream, so naturally she didn’t

  know where she was.




  ‘This,’ she thought, desperately, ‘is where I wake up.’ She put out a hand, as if groping for an electric light switch, but it met only the air. The other hand was still

  clasped on the railing.




  ‘Oh dear,’ she told herself, ‘I’m still asleep. But in a minute . . . ’ It happened like that sometimes. You knew you were asleep, you knew this was unreality, yet

  it seemed more assured than truth. ‘I am—I am——’ for the moment she couldn’t even remember who she was. She fought her way towards reality, but it was like

  fighting against a locked door. Turn the knob, push, then turn it the other way, now it’s bound to open. And it doesn’t. In spite of all your efforts, it stays locked, and you’re

  by yourself in a dark room, which, being dark, is unfamiliar, you can’t place it. Put out your hand, fumble for the light, but there’s no light there. Try the other wall, and the

  result’s the same. And you daren’t leave go of the handle in case you can’t find it again. So then you start panicking. Silly, isn’t it, but dreams are like that.




  Well, dreams were all very well, but this dream was becoming a nightmare. It was taking her towards something unknown, from which, perhaps, she wouldn’t be able to return. But that’s

  nonsense, nonsense. Sooner or later, you always come back. Only—suppose it’s true, that there really is a place known as the Point of No Return? Suppose you got so lost in a dream you

  never found your way back?




  She said aloud, ‘But that’s fantastic. I am—I am——’




  With a sense of relief she felt the bag swing against her hip and snapped it open. That would tell her who she was. Her hand on the hasp, she came to a dead stop. Why on earth should she imagine

  she needed anything to reassure her on so elementary a point? She was—she was—odd not to be able to remember, except (she came back to the only reassuring argument) in dreams it did

  happen that way, of course it did. Why, sometimes, even after you’d waked up you lay puzzled, shocked even, before your own personality came back to you. Once she had dreamed she was going to

  marry an Arab—imagine it!—still, she remembered the dream now, which proved she hadn’t really lost herself. Wait a minute, only a minute, and you’d be back in your own room,

  wherever that might be, laughing like anything at your own momentary panic in that instant before waking. Funny, someone was laughing. She looked round. A middle-aged woman was standing

  close by, watching her intently.




  ‘Go away,’ she thought, furiously. ‘Go away. I hate being watched, I’ve always hated it.’




  The woman came nearer. It wasn’t she who was laughing, her face was grave, startled even. And there wasn’t anyone else. Which meant—which meant—the laughter stopped as

  abruptly as it had begun.




  ‘Are you feeling all right?’ the woman asked.




  ‘Of course.’ (Don’t panic.) ‘I was waiting for someone, that’s all, but I don’t think I’ll wait any longer. It’s getting late—isn’t

  it?’




  Automatically she glanced at her wrist. Almost half past five.




  ‘Yes,’ said the woman in a soothing voice. ‘I shouldn’t wait any longer. It’s getting cold. I should go back, straight back.’




  ‘Yes,’ she agreed eagerly. ‘That’s what I’ll do.’




  She managed some sort of smile and turned and crossed the road. She didn’t look over her shoulder, she was afraid she’d see the woman watching her. Walk calmly, glance in the shop

  windows, then quickly take one of the turnings and be lost, lost. Why, that’s what I am, she discovered. Lost. Some of the lights were beginning to go out in the shops as she passed them,

  they were closing for the day. The feet of all those around her were turning homewards. There was a purposefulness about them, they were going home to father, husband, child, to the solitary

  bed-sitter and high tea over a gas-ring, or to a family, a sister, a dog even. They all had rendezvous to keep, all but herself.




  ‘But I have, too,’ she insisted. ‘I have, too. It’s just that for the moment I don’t remember where.’




  Remember? What? Why I’m here, how I came, where I’m going. And then the truth she hadn’t dared face till now burst upon her. I don’t know where I’m going because I

  don’t know who I am, who I am, who I am. The wind going shrilly by echoed the words in her ear.




  She looked up and saw the name Beachampton Florist over a shop-front; a few doors farther on was Beachampton Car Service. Beachampton. That rang a bell. It was a well-known

  seaside resort, a holiday place. Yet she couldn’t recollect ever being here before. Still, you don’t go to a strange place without some reason. Someone is probably wailing for me now,

  saying, ‘I wonder why she’s late, if she missed the train, if she’s had an accident.’ She stopped in front of a hat shop with a sheet of plate-glass behind the models in the

  window. The light of a street lamp illumined it and she saw a slender fair girl in a long blue coat, a little blue cap, fair hair peeping out from beneath it, an oval face—a pretty girl,

  you’d say, neat, attractive. Hundreds of them about, of course, and nothing, so far as the outward view went to distinguish this one from all the rest. Blue eyes, a rather wide mouth faintly

  made up, a little colour in the cheeks, tiny pearls in the small shapely ears. In towns, London, for example, you saw girls like that everywhere, strap-hanging in tubes, standing in bus queues,

  window-shopping, walking dogs in the park at week-ends. She looked down at her feet. Blue leather shoes, neat, with moderate heels, nylon stockings with straight seams, no runs, nothing twisted or

  awry. This girl hadn’t been in an accident that might cause her to lose sight of her own identity even for five minutes. This girl had come here of her own free will—only—whence?

  Surely there would be something in the blue leather bag to answer her question. Because, if this really was a dream, then she was imprisoned in it. She was awake now, she felt sure of that, but

  somehow in sleep she had lost her way and needed a finger-post to guide her back.




  Another face appeared in the glass beside hers, a woman in a red hat. The same woman? No, that one had worn brown. She moved, swerving violently, found herself by a tea-shop and went in. There

  weren’t many people here at this hour, and there was no trouble about getting a table. A woman in a chintzy smock took her order, tea and toast, ordered without thinking. (When did I eat

  last? I’m hungry, and yet I don’t fancy food. But—I’m hungry.) She opened the blue bag and noted the contents. Silver and copper in separate divisions, several

  pound notes in a zip pocket, a handkerchief of nice quality with the letter B embroidered in one corner, a half-crown book of stamps, partly used, but no wallet, as she had hoped, no wireless

  licence, no dog licence, no cheque-book, no Post Office Savings Bank book, no letters, no insurance card. She leaned back trying to look nonchalant as the waitress brought the tea and toast. The

  tea was hot and fragrant, the toast well-buttered.




  ‘Cakes?’ the woman inquired.




  She supposed she said ‘Yes,’ because a minute later she returned with some excellent home-made cakes on a painted plate. The girl waited impatiently for her to go. Insurance card,

  that was the crux, that she must have. Everyone of her age had to have a card, by law. Quite what that age was she couldn’t be certain. Twenty? Twenty-one? More? Never mind, she was

  exhausted, had had a shock of some kind that had momentarily blocked memory. But take it easy, drink your tea, eat your toast, it’ll all come back. It’s like coming out of a dream, she

  repeated. Everything will soon be clear. There was no railway ticket in the bag, so probably this was where she lived. ‘Someone’s waiting for me, they’ll think, How strange

  Mary—or Violet—or Jane—no, none of those because of the initial on the handkerchief—Barbara or Beatrice or Bianca—what other names began with B?—Berengaria, but

  that was the name of a ship, Blanche, only she felt sure she wasn’t called Blanche—how strange that she doesn’t come back.’ She hadn’t an umbrella or a raincoat, so

  clearly she had only just gone out for a walk; not to shop because she wasn’t carrying any parcels.




  ‘I went out,’ she repeated, willing herself to remember. ‘I went down to the front, but I didn’t meet anyone. Or did I? Was there a scene of any kind? But in that case

  why am I alone? No. Then, I went to meet someone who didn’t turn up, and the shock made me lose my memory.’




  But that didn’t make sense either. You didn’t lose your memory because someone stood you up. You could be angry, incredulous, heartbroken, but you didn’t instantly forget who

  you were. There was a newspaper lying discarded on a chair and she picked it up. People didn’t look at you as if you were—odd—if you were reading a paper. A plane was overdue over

  the Atlantic, there was a provincial bus strike over new schedules, someone had held up a bank messenger, a TV personality had died and another one had got a divorce—the mixture as before and

  nothing whatever to give you a clue. Negative comfort, but comfort all the same, because at least there wasn’t a paragraph to say the police were looking for a girl whose first name began

  with B, last seen wearing a blue coat and Juliet cap, carrying a shoulder-bag. . . . The police! She knew a sense of such revulsion that the paper shook in her hands and she laid it down. Why on

  earth should she feel like that at the mere thought of the police? Perhaps, as a child, her mother had said, ‘If you’re bad the police will come for you,’ only people didn’t

  say that any more, and anyway the modern child knew it had nothing to fear from the police. And yet—that appalled sense of wanting to get inside something and pull down the lid at the mere

  thought of them. Pull down the lid? Ah, The Wedding-Chest! She had been told that story as a child, and it had haunted her for years. Oddly enough, the memory was reassuring now. Because,

  if she recalled even that reaction, surely the rest would follow. It was like being in a tunnel; you knew sooner or later you were bound to emerge into the light, only for some reason the train had

  come to a standstill. You heard other trains rumbling past, voices sounded in other carriages, but you were enclosed in this one like—a body in the grave? What a simile!




  She was aware of the woman in the chintzy smock standing beside her table.




  ‘Have you finished? We’re shutting now.’




  ‘Of course. I was day-dreaming. Just tea and toast.’




  The woman’s face changed, became hard and suspicious. ‘Two cakes,’ she said. ‘You’ve had two cakes.’




  Alarmed, the girl looked at the painted plate in the woman’s hand. There were two gaps in the neatly arranged circle; she looked down at the plate in front of her. Cake crumbs without a

  doubt. So she’d eaten two cakes without realising it. Well, that wasn’t surprising, considering the line her thoughts had taken.




  ‘Oh dear,’ she said, smiling apologetically. ‘I must be wool-gathering. Yes, of course, two cakes. Delicious,’ she added, trying to placate the enemy. The enemy? That was

  a silly expression, and yet not altogether without foundation. Because there was no answering smile. Because the badly-painted lips were compressed now, the brown eyes bulged like brandy balls. We

  know your sort, they said. Thought you’d get away with it, I dare say. The idea!




  The girl whose name began with B paid the bill, adding a tip that was taken without thanks, just as though it were a bribe. She looked round desperately. The lights on the other side of the shop

  were off already, everyone else had gone. She hadn’t noticed them, but had they noticed her? Were they at this moment saying to one another, ‘Did you notice that odd girl in blue?

  Wouldn’t surprise me to know the police were after her’? She gave a breathless laugh at her own folly, and fairly ran out of the shop. An instant later she heard a key turn in the lock,

  a blind was drawn down. CLOSED said a forbidding notice and, while she watched from the pavement, the last lights went out.




  Now it was quite dark outside, away from the lights. Presently a few couples would come out and drape the benches, or walk, whispering and giggling down the iron steps to the beach, but this was

  zero hour. People were having high tea in the boarding-houses, getting ready for dinner in the hotels, getting their own meals at home, waiting eagerly for the return of a husband, a daughter, a

  friend. A flowerseller by the pavement thrust some flowers upon her, but she shook her head. He came after her, pressing his wares.




  ‘Very cheap,’ he insisted.




  ‘Don’t molest me,’ she flared, with such anger that he stood rooted to the spot, shocked, astounded.




  ‘There’s a lady,’ he shouted after her.




  But he was no more shocked than she. What on earth had come over her to speak like that? After all, he had to get a living like everyone else, and didn’t the world approve private

  enterprise? The plums of life won’t drop though long you stop, But by the hand outstretched they may be fetched. What put that doggerel into her head at this precise moment?

  Perhaps it had hung over her bed in her nursery in the Never-Never Land to which, she was beginning to fear, she might never return. Historians recount strange tales of people who are apparently

  born adult; they appear, suddenly full-grown, in a community, with no past history, no ties. No one knows whence they come, not apparently even themselves, an army of living ghosts, an army to

  which she in future might belong.




  She passed a glassed-in shelter, beloved of invalids when the wind blew or the rain descended. An elderly woman, wrapped in a light-coloured fur coat and partially covered by a rug, was sitting

  erect in a bath-chair, her face red with passion, her hat askew. As the girl drew abreast, she called imperiously.




  B stopped, surprised.




  ‘Were you speaking to me?’




  ‘I wasn’t talking to myself. Where is she?’




  ‘She?’




  ‘What’s the matter? Are you a parrot? Have you seen anyone, coming along?’




  ‘No. No one special, that is.’




  ‘She isn’t special. Did you see anyone?’




  The girl shook her head.




  ‘She should have been here half an hour ago, instead of leaving me to catch my death of cold. Perhaps that’s what she wants. That’s all anyone wants for you when you’re

  old. Just a trouble, you see. Can’t go out gallivanting all the time. No sense of responsibility. Let the State do it, they say. Different when I was young.’




  ‘Can I do anything? Wheel you back anywhere?’




  ‘You?’ The hooded eyes gleamed defiance. ‘Certainly not. Don’t know who you are. Or did she send you?’




  ‘I don’t know who you’re talking about.’




  ‘Gave her a home when her mother died, doesn’t have to go out to work, knows she’ll get whatever I leave, but never here when she’s wanted. Never satisfied. It

  won’t be for long, I tell her, and when I’m lying in the churchyard you may be sorry. Oh yes.’ She nodded and the absurd plumes in her hat shook in unison. ‘The

  money’s mine,’ she said.




  The girl’s heart sickened, the nightmare came rushing back. ‘Perhaps she’s had an accident.’




  ‘Then she’s no right to have an accident. She should think of me. And of course she hasn’t had an accident. Here she comes.’




  A tall woman in a heavy brown coat, wearing a grotesque green hat, came hurrying up. Her dark hair was flying, her eyes were fixed and frightened.




  ‘Where have you been?’ The words were as savage as a hail of machine-gun bullets.




  ‘I’m sorry, I couldn’t help it—really. Perdita got out. I’ve been hunting everywhere. Oh, I’ve found her, and it’s all right, I’m sure it’s

  all right.’




  She grabbed the rail of the bath-chair, swinging it round. Her indignant eyes met the girl’s.




  ‘You shouldn’t bother strangers,’ she said accusingly. ‘Can’t you see she’s not—herself?’




  She went off, wheeling the chair with awkward haste. The words stayed behind her, as though they had an existence of their own.




  ‘Not herself,’ repeated the girl in a whisper. ‘That makes two of us.’




  A small exceedingly composed black cat came past on airy feet. ‘Are you lost too?’ asked B.




  She put down her hands to stroke the velvet fur. The green eyes curdled, the claws flashed from their sheath. The cat jumped delicately on to the seat and proceeded to wash her paws. The girl

  sat down beside her, and at once the cat gave her an affronted glance and fled away. Now the parade was quite empty, no one to be seen; the shadows thickened where the lamps didn’t pierce

  their density.




  Fear came up, soft-footed as the cat. Shoo, shoo, she thought, putting out her hands. Keep away. There must be someone somewhere, I can’t stay here all night, I don’t know where to

  go, no one takes you at a hotel without luggage, even if you have the money for your bill. If I were a man it would be different, because I could tell some story, but a girl’s always suspect.

  I may not remember who I am, but at least I know that much.




  A closer search of the bag revealed nothing overlooked; despairingly she plunged her hand into her coat pocket, felt something soft crumpled into a corner. She drew it out, a pink slip of paper,

  held it, unfolded, beneath the light that illuminated the shelter, and relief broke over her like a tidal wave. For the bit of paper, thrust so carelessly into her pocket, was a receipt for a

  packet left at the railway station at Beachampton that very day. Despair turned tail and vanished, hope sprang up like the proverbial giant refreshed. Now, now the mystery would be resolved. The

  missing insurance card would be in the case, of course; naturally you wouldn’t carry it about with you, not when your bag might be snatched or you might be careless and lose it. She went down

  the steps to the nearest bus stop, and joined a short queue.




  ‘Do I get a bus to the station from here?’ she asked someone just in front of her.




  A woman with a sallow frog-shaped face twisted her head over her shoulder.




  ‘Central or west?’ she demanded gruffly.




  ‘Central or . . . ? Oh, Central,’ she plunged.




  ‘You’re the wrong side of the road.’ The woman was looking at her rather oddly, wasn’t she? The girl turned away with a mutter of thanks, and there was a policeman coming

  down the street. Was it fancy or did he look at her particularly, too? She darted across the road so quickly she almost overset a motor-cyclist speeding home. The cyclist half rose and shouted, his

  head over his shoulder, ‘If you want to commit suicide, what’s wrong with aspirines?’ (What, indeed?) She had a moment of terror in case the policeman came over to ask

  her name, but at that moment a bus drew up and she jumped on.




  ‘Station?’ said the conductress a minute later. ‘We don’t go to the station. If you don’t know, why don’t you ask? You want a 14. Get off at the next

  stop.’




  It was a nightmare all right, the kind where every turn in the road reveals a new obstruction, where every wall conceals an enemy and every step may precipitate you into a grave. She got off,

  waited an interminable time, and at last mounted the No. 14 bus. By now she was convinced the luggage office would be closed.




  ‘But I must have my bag,’ she insisted to herself. ‘I must have it. It’s my last hope. If it is closed, I’ll find the station-master, I’ll say, I’ll say

  . . .’




  She found she was talking to herself so vigorously that the people on either side were staring. Abruptly she fell silent, and at last she reached the station and tumbled out.




  After so many pinpricks she couldn’t believe it when the man in the cloakroom, after a cursory glance at the ticket, brought her a neat zip-over blue bag and handed it to her without a

  word. She almost snatched it up, looking round for some place where she could open it, unperceived. There must be a waiting-room, a ladies’ room, on every station, and so there was, but they

  were the other side of the barrier. Her eye fell on a chalked board of train arrivals, and she saw that one was expected from London in the course of the next few minutes. Hurriedly she bought a

  platform ticket.




  ‘London train, arrival, I mean.’




  ‘Platform two, down the stairs,’ said the ticket collector, indifferently.




  She found the waiting-room that held two or three people, some children, a brown and white dog on a lead. She paid no attention to any of them and they didn’t notice her. She set the bag

  on the seat, pulled the zipper (thank goodness, it wasn’t locked), and looked inside. There wasn’t much there, just what a girl would take who was planning to be away for a long

  weekend. A nylon nightdress, travelling slippers, washing materials in a blue and white striped case, a hairbrush in an embroidered bag, cosmetics, not many but all good quality and all matching,

  panties, brassière, stockings, handkerchiefs in a second embroidered bag, a dress, neatly rolled, a cardigan, a pair of shoes. Well packed, not as if someone had tossed them in anyhow in a

  burning hurry to get away—but no card, no books, nothing personal at all. The label in the dress showed it came from a big London store, designed by a famous name and mass produced; the belt

  with its plain silver buckle told her nothing. Anyone could own the underclothes and the cosmetics. There wasn’t a letter or a cheque-book or a scrap of handwriting anywhere.




  The train from London came in and the other people in the waiting-room boarded it; it was going farther along the coast. A few people got out and made for the exit. No one came into the

  waiting-room. She zipped up the bag again and walked away from the station. Now it was approaching seven o’clock, she must make some plan for the night. Instinct turned her away from the big

  hotels, no one wants to be bothered with a newcomer who hasn’t booked when there’s dinner to be dished up. Besides, if she was on the run. . . . On the run! What on earth put that idea

  into her head? You didn’t have to be on the run not to go to the police—that’s where inquiries would be made. She hesitated in front of the smaller establishments, private hotels

  they were called, passed two and rang the bell of the third. The proprietress scarcely gave her a glance. Sorry, full up, she declared. The next hotel said the same, and the next. She had made a

  mistake asking for a room for the night; at this hour it wasn’t worth the trouble, too little profit when you remembered the cost of laundry, and staff didn’t like being asked to make

  up beds at this hour. If she’d said a week the answer would have been different.




  She abandoned the hotels and tried the narrow houses with Bed and Breakfast or Room to Let on cardboard placards in the transoms. The first woman said, ‘How long?’ staring at the

  economical luggage.




  She had gleaned a little sense by this time. ‘About a week, I think. I’m waiting for a letter from London.’




  ‘Ah! I don’t do nothing but breakfast.’




  ‘That’s all right. I can get my other meals out. Do you mean you have a room?’




  ‘I couldn’t rightly say. Is that all your luggage?’




  She improvised hurriedly. ‘The rest’s at the docks. This is just till I go on board.’




  ‘The docks? And staying here a week?’ You could see open disbelief in the woman’s eye.




  ‘The lease of my flat in London is up,’ explained the distracted girl, ‘so I thought I’d have a few days at the sea before I sailed.’




  Never explain, never apologise—someone said that, someone who knew his onions.




  ‘I see.’ The voice grudged her even an attic. ‘Well, come up.’




  The room was small, under the roof, with sloping walls and a tunnel to the window. The bed had been bought secondhand at a sale of prison effects, from the feel of it. There was a broken-down

  gas fire, a chair, a table and a spotted glass.




  ‘Two shillings extra for the electric,’ said the woman sharply. ‘It’s not often I have a room to let.’




  ‘How much?’ It was a horrid room in a horrid house, with a horrid woman in charge, but at least it had four walls and you could shut the door and be alone.




  ‘Three guineas, seeing it’s out of the season.’




  It was too much, she knew it was too much. ‘A week?’




  ‘Well, not a day. Though, mind you, in the season, I’ve had fifteen shillings a night and no service. Breakfast half a crown plain, four shillings full. That means bacon and

  egg. I was never one to stint my lodgers.’




  B looked round desperately. You couldn’t stay here a week. . . .




  ‘Pay in advance,’ said the grim voice. ‘Mind you, I did promise a lady first refusal till seven, but it’s nigh that now, and she hasn’t come back, and I can’t

  be expected to wait, can I?’




  The girl grasped at the providential straw. ‘Oh, but if she said she was coming, she may be counting on it, and not find it easy to get in anywhere else at this hour. I don’t think I

  should take advantage . . .’




  She had snatched up the bag and was pressing on to the landing, down the stairs, out of this house of doom, even if it only meant sitting up in the station all night, assuming they’d let

  you.




  ‘Where’s the ’urry?’ demanded the woman, following fast. She had a sallow bun of a face, with eyes like the two solitary currants the economical baker had allowed.

  ‘I didn’t say she was coming, I only said . . .’




  The girl pulled the door open. ‘Someone’s coming now, I expect that’s her.’




  She was out of the house and down the street, not even feeling the weight of the bag, in her haste to be gone. The landlady halted in the hall: she knew it was too late. The other woman in the

  street wasn’t coming here, because she didn’t exist. They never do.




  ‘In some sort of trouble, you could see that with half an eye,’ she consoled herself going back to the kitchen and wondering a bit miserably about the four empty rooms there was no

  prospect of filling now before Easter. ‘Well, I don’t want that kind in my house.’




   




  Half an hour later the luck had turned. The girl was settled in a comfortable, pleasant room in another Bed and Breakfast house, bathroom adjoining, two guineas a week including breakfast, three

  baths a week without charge.




  ‘Just come on the London train?’ suggested Mrs Lee. ‘How about dinner? Are you going out for that or would you like something on a tray?’




  ‘Would that be a lot of trouble?’




  Wonderful not to have to brave surprised stares, share a table, most likely, with someone who might try to get into conversation.




  ‘Could you really?’




  ‘I don’t do dinners as a rule,’ explained the landlady, ‘but seeing it’s out of the season. . . . ’




  The tray came up at eight o’clock, a nice bit of fish with boiled potatoes and tinned peas, tinned fruit and custard, a cup of tea. Three and six and cheap at the price.




  ‘Got a hot-water-bottle, dear? You might want one. It’s turned chilly. Let’s see, four nights, was it?’




  ‘I—I’m not quite sure. I have to telephone to-morrow.’




  ‘We don’t have the phone.’




  (Thank goodness for that.) ‘I’ll go along to the post office. As a matter of fact, there might be a letter. I couldn’t leave an address.’




  Don’t pile it on, common sense warned her. Words divide and rend but Silence is most noble to the end. Safer, too.




  After the tray had gone down again, the endless evening stretched ahead of her like walking down a road and thinking every turn must bring you to a bus stop or a lighted garage, and every time

  there’s nothing but darkness ahead. She wished there was a wireless in the room, anything to distract her from her thoughts, which were simply an arrow pointing nowhere. She had a fresh shock

  when Mrs Lee brought up the Visitors’ Book.




  ‘They’re ever so strict down here. I’ve brought a pen,’ she said.




  She knew an instant of real panic. What was she to write? B—that was easy. Barbara, the first name that came into her mind. But Barbara what? Her eyes turned towards the wall. There was a

  water-colour of cows in a field. Barbara Field. London. She wrote it down hastily. The landlady looked at the scrawled signature.




  ‘Miss Field?’




  ‘Of course.’




  Mrs Lee nodded and went away. What was she thinking of? That I’ve left a husband and am using my unmarried name? Well, that’s no crime, in fact, it would be as good a story as any,

  if I needed a story, but of course I don’t, because by this time to-morrow everything will be cleared up. It’s like a cloud over the sun, that’s all, or a mild attack of

  eye-trouble. A film floats over the eyeball and for the moment you don’t see a thing, but presently it floats off again. And mine will float away.




  Will it? Why?




  Because it must, of course, that’s why. Because anything else would be unthinkable. Because it would mean I was mad.




  A fresh thought struck her. Suppose, as was most likely, when she woke to-morrow she was back in her real self. Would she remember to-day? Didn’t you sometimes hear of people who had lost

  a day out of their lives and never recovered it, didn’t know where they’d been, what they’d done, it could be anything—murder, arson—a split personality, they said,

  there was a name for it, but she couldn’t remember it. She hadn’t done anything, of course, except sit on the front—no harm in that—unless, before she woke up on the

  bench—unless there was something that had brought her down to Beachampton in the first place, something she couldn’t endure to remember, so Nature had thrown up a barrier.




  Don’t let thought go that way. That way real madness lies.




  It seemed quite a good idea, though, to note down everything she remembered of the past three hours, so that when she woke in a strange room to-morrow she’d know how she got there. She

  looked round, glad of the opportunity for distraction, but there was no paper to be seen, not so much as a used envelope. Nor was there a label tied on the bag, as she’d hoped, because that,

  at least, would have given her her name. She hesitated about interrupting Mrs Lee, but it was the lesser of two evils, so she went timidly as far as the hall and called.




  ‘So stupid of me,’ she gabbled when the woman opened the door at the far end. ‘I’ve forgotten to pack any writing-paper. I wonder—perhaps I should send a

  line—giving an address, I mean. . . .’




  ‘I’ll bring it up in a minute, dear,’ said Mrs Lee firmly.




  ‘I don’t want to trouble you.’ The perspiration of fear had begun to break out all over her.




  ‘That’s all right. I won’t be more than a minute.’




  What do you want that minute for? she wondered desperately, turning back to the stairs. Ring up the police? But no, she couldn’t do that, because there wasn’t a phone. Got someone

  down there, perhaps. . . .




  Mrs Lee came up a minute later, carrying a cheap yellowish writing-pad and some envelopes that didn’t quite match. She looked very grave.




  ‘Miss Field, there’s something I should have asked you,’ she said. ‘Are you over twenty-one?’




  ‘Yes. Oh yes. Of course I am. I’m twenty-three, actually.’




  (Was there a law that forbade you to stay in an apartment house if you were under age?)




  ‘Oh? You look younger. Now you just listen to me. I can see you’re in some sort of trouble, and I don’t want to seem interfering, but—why don’t you ring up your Mum

  and tell her where you are? I know how it is, I’ve had daughters of my own, something happens, you fly off the handle and out you go. But it’s always a mistake. Really it is. As I said,

  I haven’t got the telephone here, but my neighbour next door would let you use hers, and she’s not the nosy kind that would listen, I can promise you that.’




  The temptation to confide in this kind woman was almost overwhelming, but she beat it down. Because she’d say at once. ‘Lost your memory? That’s bad. Been ill perhaps. Now you

  just put on your hat and I’ll come with you and we’ll go round to the police. Someone may have put out a message for you. Now, there’s nothing to be afraid of, if you

  haven’t done anything wrong.’




  If—if! But had she? How could she tell? And how explain this instinctive, horrified shrinking from the thought of them, unless she was in serious trouble? No, no, wait till to-morrow when

  you’d remember who you were and could make plans then. Don’t be stampeded.




  She looked up to find the woman watching her gravely.




  ‘My mother’s dead,’ she gulped. Odd, how sure she was that that was true, when she wasn’t sure about anything else—except that she didn’t want to go near the

  station.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
ANTHONY
GILBERT

GIVE DEATH A NAME

‘No author is more skilled at making

a good story seem brilliant’
Sunday Express






OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





