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Author’s Note



Although many people will not believe me, I would like to place it on record that this is an almost true story. By this I mean that Rosy and Adrian Rookwhistle really did exist. I had the privilege of meeting Rosy myself. Nearly all the adventures described in this book really happened. I have merely embroidered and polished here and there.


I am deeply indebted to Miss Eileen Molony, for it was she who first drew my attention to Rosy and Adrian Rookwhistle, and so provided the recipe for this fairy story.


I would also like to thank Lord Coutanche, Sir Robert Le Masurier, Bailiff of Jersey, and Mr Cutland the Bailiff’s Secretary for allowing me to attend the Royal Court in St Helier in order to gather what authors normally rather pompously call atmosphere. I am also grateful to Mr John Langin for reading the relevant portions of the book and keeping me straight on legal procedure. I would hasten to add, however, that my interpretation of the law bears absolutely no resemblance to the way that justice is dispensed in Jersey.


My thanks also to Mr Swanson who allowed me to go behind the scenes of the Royal Opera House and who gave me many fascinating details about its history. Mr Douglas Matthews of the London Library went to a great deal of trouble to find me books dealing with the period. Again I would like to state that if I have gone wrong anywhere, the mistake is mine and not his.


Last, but certainly not least, I would like to thank my secretary, Miss Doreen Evans, who before coming to me was appropriately enough, secretary to a coroner and clerk to the justices, and gave me useful information during the writing of this book.


Gerald Durrell










1. The Abominable Action of an Uncle



Unaware that doom was overtaking him, Adrian Rookwhistle, in his shirt sleeves, was occupied in making faces at himself in his looking-glass. At seven o’clock every morning Adrian would stand in his attic bedroom and commune thus with his reflection. The mirror was a large one with a wide gilt frame, and its surface was grey and pitted, like a tired iced pond at the end of a hard winter. It reflected both Adrian and his room in a sort of greyish haze, as though the whole scene was being viewed through a large cobweb. Adrian gazed at his reflection with some animosity.


‘Thirty years!’ he said, accusingly. ‘Thirty years . . . half your life gone! And what have you seen? What have you done? Nothing!’


He glared at himself in the mirror, disliking his unruly dark hair that no amount of water would flatten, his large, rather soulful dark eyes and his wide mouth. It was, he decided, a thoroughly unattractive face. He lowered his lids fractionally, moulded his mouth into the nearest approach to a sneer that it was capable of, and breathed deeply through his nose so that his nostrils flared out in the most satisfactory way.


‘Sir,’ he snarled through clenched teeth, ‘unhand the lady or I will be forced to deal with you. Ignorant though you are, you cannot be unaware of the fact that I am the finest swordsman outside France.’


He paused and stared at his reflection; he had to confess that, even allowing for his natural prejudice, he did not look like the finest swordsman outside France. Adventure, he had decided some time ago, was what he really craved, but it seemed that adventure so seldom came to people with his sort of face. There had been one occasion (and he blushed now even to think of it) when he had seized what he thought to be his great opportunity and had stopped what he assumed to be a runaway horse-drawn bus. It transpired that the bus was in fact a horse-drawn fire engine performing an errand of mercy. The broken leg he had sustained was a mere nothing compared to the reprimand that the Magistrate had given him, and the fact that the shop that was on fire had been burnt to the ground.


Adrian was the product of a union between the Reverend Sebastian Rookwhistle and Rowena Rookwhistle. His parents had conceived him – in a moment of mental aberration – during the course of a long and extremely dull married life entirely devoted to carrying out God’s commands. For a long time, indeed, Adrian was under the impression that his father was the only man in the country who had direct access to the Almighty. Adrian’s appearance in the world had been treated by his father with a certain embarrassment, and by his mother with an air of pleased surprise.


His upbringing, in the village of Meadowsweet, had been so placid, so blameless and so dull that Adrian had difficulty in remembering anything about it at all. Meadowsweet was one of those tiny, remote hamlets where conversation was confined to meteorological or agricultural subjects, conducted in a series of inarticulate grunts, and where the greatest excitement of the day was the earth-shattering recollection that ten years previously Farmer Raddle’s cow had given birth to twin calves. Here Adrian grew up, and his only entertainments were bell-ringing, tea parties at the vicarage once a week, and visits to those sick members of the local peasantry who were too weak to fend off the ponderous patronage of the Reverend Rookwhistle.


When Adrian had reached the age of twenty, his father and mother were removed from this world in one fell swoop, the Almighty (in one of his more absent-minded moments) having failed to inform the Reverend Rookwhistle that the bridge between the villages of Meadowsweet and Hellebore had been washed away. So Adrian was deprived of mother, father and vicarage. His father’s savings turned out to be so modest as to be almost nonexistent, and it became obvious that Adrian would have to work for his living. So, in the brilliant summer of 1890, armed with a letter of introduction from one of his father’s friends, he made his way to the great, sprawling, rattling, jingling, smoke-shrouded City, and there became a clerk in the highly respectable establishment of Bindweed, Cornelius and Chunter, purveyors of green groceries to Ladies and Gentlemen of Quality. Here he had spent ten hardworking but uneventful years on the princely salary of fifteen shillings a week. But Adrian felt that there was more to life than being enshrined for ever in the emporium of Bindweed, Cornelius and Chunter. Recently this problem had been occupying his mind to the exclusion of practically everything else, and he talked about it to his reflection in the mirror:


‘Other people,’ he muttered as he paced up and down his room, with an occasional sideways glance at the mirror to make sure he was still there, ‘other people lead exciting, interesting lives. They have extraordinary things happen to them . . . they have adventures. Why can’t they happen to me?’


He squared up to the mirror again. His eyelids drooped. He sneered.


‘I have warned you, sir,’ he said, his voice quivering with ill-concealed passion, ‘unhand that lady or ’twill be the worse for you.’ He made a vague chopping motion with his hand that knocked his hair-brush on to the floor.


So occupied was he with his own thoughts that he had been unaware of the slow, strange thumping and wheezing noise which should have warned him that his landlady was making one of her infrequent sorties to the attic. A thunderous knocking on the door made him jump so badly that he dropped his imaginary sword.


‘Are you there, Mr Rookwhistle?’ enquired Mrs Lavinia Dredge in her trenchant baritone, as if it were the last place in the world that she expected to find him.


‘Oh, yes, Mrs Dredge,’ said Adrian, hastily glancing round the room to make sure it would meet with her approval. ‘Do come in.’


Mrs Dredge pushed open the door and leant against it, gasping with all the vigour of a leviathan that had just zoomed up from several hundred fathoms. She was large-boned, like one of the better varieties of Shire horse, and on this stalwart framework there hung great, soft, voluptuous rolls of avoirdupois. A buttress-work of stays, linen and rubber was required to keep this bulk under control, so Mrs Dredge’s body creaked and groaned alarmingly with each breath she took. Her black hair was piled high on her head and nailed in place with a forest of pins and round her massive neck hung a vast array of necklaces and pendants that tinkled and clattered as her massive bosom heaved.


This early morning appearance of Mrs Dredge threw Adrian into a panic. What awful crime, he wondered, had he committed now? He distinctly remembered having wiped his boots last evening when he came in, so it could not be that. Had he forgotten to put the cat out? No, it could not be that. Had he cleaned the bath?


‘Do . . . er . . . do you want to see me?’ asked Adrian, thinking as he said it what a fatuous question it was. Mrs Dredge would hardly have dragged her blubbersome body up three flights of stairs unless she had wanted to see him. However, such is the art of conversation in England, Mrs Dredge admitted that, yes, she had wanted to see him. She then proceeded to wrinkle up her nose and upper lip and sniff loudly and ferociously, so that her well-developed moustache quivered.


‘You ’aven’t, I ’ope, Mr Rookwhistle, been smoking in ’ere?’ she enquired ominously.


‘No, no. Good heavens, no,’ said Adrian, wondering if he had hidden his pipe successfully from those prying, blackcurrant eyes.


‘I’m glad,’ said Mrs Dredge, giving a great sigh that produced the most musical creakings from her scaffolding. ‘Mr Dredge never smokes in the ’ouse.’


Quite early on in his association with Mrs Dredge, Adrian had learnt that her husband was dead (presumably smothered, Adrian imagined). But Mrs Dredge, being a firm believer in the afterlife, always referred to him as if he were still in residence. It was confusing, and one of Adrian’s private nightmares was that one day he would suddenly come face to face with Mr Dredge – perhaps neatly stuffed with horse-hair and with glass eyes – occupying a position in the hall on the landing.


‘I come up to call you,’ Mrs Dredge went on, ‘in case you ’ad slept in.’


‘Oh, thank you very much,’ said Adrian.


This sudden and unprecedented solicitude puzzled Adrian considerably.


‘Also,’ Mrs Dredge said, fixing her little black eyes on him accusingly, ‘there’s a letter for you.’


Of all the things that Adrian might have expected Mrs Dredge to say, this was the least likely. Never, since the death of his mother and father, had he received a letter from anyone. What few friends he had were living in such close proximity to him that there was no need to communicate by letter.


‘A letter? Are you sure, Mrs Dredge?’ asked Adrian, bewildered.


‘Yes,’ said Mrs Dredge firmly, ‘a letter addressed to you,’ and added, as if to remove any doubt, ‘in an envelope.’


Adrian stared at her. Mrs Dredge coloured and bridled under his glance.


‘Mr Dredge,’ she said haughtily, ‘receives any number of letters, so I ’opes I knows what one looks like.’


‘Oh yes, yes, I’m sure,’ said Adrian quickly, ‘but how extraordinary. I wonder who’s writing to me? Thank you very much, Mrs Dredge, for coming up to tell me. You really needn’t have bothered.’


‘Not at all,’ said Mrs Dredge regally, swivelling her bulk round so that she faced more or less in the direction of the stairs. ‘Mr Dredge always says you should do unto your neighbour the same as what ’e would do to you, only you’re given the chance and ’e probably isn’t.’


With these words she creaked heavily down the stairs, and Adrian closed the door and resumed his pacing. Who on earth, he wondered, could be writing to him? As he put on his collar and tie and shrugged himself into his coat he came to the conclusion that the only people who would waste a halfpenny stamp on him were Bindweed, Cornelius and Chunter, informing him that they no longer required his services. Full of foreboding he clattered downstairs and into the kitchen. Mrs Dredge was performing her daily all-in wrestling match with saucepans, frying-pans and various other kitchen utensils which most women seem to regard as friends but which Mrs Dredge regarded as the serried ranks of an implacable enemy. Adrian sat down and there, next to his plate, was an envelope with his name and address clearly written in a neat, bold copperplate hand. Mrs Dredge waddled over from the stove, clasping in one large hand a frying-pan containing the incinerated remains of three quarters of a black pudding which she shovelled on to Adrian’s plate. They both coughed rather furtively over the pale blue smoke that rose from it.


‘Mr Dredge likes black pudding,’ said Mrs Dredge with a faintly defensive air.


‘Did he? I mean, does he?’ said Adrian, stirring the charred remains on his plate with his fork. ‘I expect it’s awfully good for one.’


‘Yes,’ said Mrs Dredge with satisfaction, ‘it’s what kept ’im going.’ Adrian inserted a forkful of red hot, tasteless, leather-like substance into his mouth, and tried to compose his features into an expression of delight.


‘Good, eh?’ said Mrs Dredge, who was watching him like a hawk.


‘Delicious!’ said Adrian, who had burnt his tongue severely. Mrs Dredge sat down heavily, and rested her massive bosom on the table-top.


‘Well,’ she asked, her little black eyes fixed on the letter, ‘aren’t you going to open it?’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Adrian, who had been overcome with reluctance to open the letter at all, ‘in a minute. This black pudding is really excellent, Mrs Dredge.’


But Mrs Dredge was not going to be led aside by any gastronomic exchanges.


‘It might be important,’ she said.


Adrian sighed and picked up the envelope. He would get no peace from Mrs Dredge until he had read the letter and divulged its contents to her. Aware of her eyes upon him, he tore the letter open and unfolded the two sheets of paper it contained.


The very first words riveted his attention, for it began ‘My dear Nephew.’ He dimly remembered that when he was ten years old or so, his Uncle Amos had arrived, unheralded, at the vicarage accompanied by three morose-looking Collie dogs and a green parrot, whose command over the shorter and more virulent words in the language was complete.


He remembered his uncle as being a kindly and exuberant man, whose unannounced arrival and the linguistic abilities of whose parrot had tried even the Reverend Sebastian’s Christian charity to breaking point. After staying a couple of days, Uncle Amos had disappeared as mysteriously as he had arrived. His father had told him later that Uncle Amos was the black sheep of the family, ‘lacking in moral fibre,’ and as the subject was obviously painful, Adrian had never mentioned his uncle again.


He now read his uncle’s letter with staring eyes and a sinking sensation that convinced him that his entire stomach, including the black pudding, had been suddenly and deftly removed.




‘MY DEAR NEPHEW,


You probably will not recall the occasion when, some years ago, I made your acquaintance at the rather repulsive vicarage which your father and mother insisted on inhabiting. Since then I have learnt of their demise not, I must confess, with any great sorrow since, in the conversations I have had with both your parents over the years, they always gave me to understand that their one desire in life was to leave it and be enfolded in the bosom of the Lord. However, these circumstances make it appear that you are my only living relative. From what I remember of you, you seemed a nice enough boy at the time, though whether in the intervening years your parents have managed to fill your head with a lot of flim-flam and nitty-water I have no way of knowing.


Be that as it may, I am not at this juncture in a position to argue with fate. The local leech has apprised me of the fact that I have not long to live. The thought does not particularly alarm me, since I have led a full life and committed nearly all the more attractive sins. What does worry me, however, is the fate of my co-partner. She has been with me now for the last eighteen years, and together we have seen fair weather and foul. Therefore I should not like to feel that upon my demise she would be cast out friendless into the world, without a man to look after her. I say ‘man’ advisedly, for she does not get on with members of her own sex.


Having given the matter considerable thought I have decided that you – as my only living relative – should be the person to undertake this duty. This will not prove to be an irksome burden upon your pocket for if you go to Ammassor and Twist, Merchant Bankers of 110 Cottonwall Street in the City, you will find – lodged in your name – the sum of £500. I beg that you will use this to sustain Rosy in the style to which she is accustomed.


As death-bed scenes are always unpleasant, I am sending Rosy down to join you immediately so that she will not have to stand by and be harrowed by the sight of me drawing my last breath. She should, in fact, arrive almost simultaneously with this letter.


Whatever your father may have said of me (and it’s probably all true) this is, at least, one good act that I am performing in an otherwise satisfactorily corrupt existence. Your father was, in his rather weak-minded way, always a champion of those unfortunates who were left friendless in the world, and I can only hope that you have inherited this trait. Therefore, I beg, do what you can for Rosy. The whole thing has been a great shock to her, and I look to you to soothe her in her grief.


Your very affectionate Uncle,


AMOS ROOKWHISTLE


P.S. Rosy, unfortunately – and I feel that I am, in some small measure, to blame for this – has a certain inclination towards what your father (never at a loss for a trite phrase) frequently described as ‘The Demon Drink’. I beg that you will watch her alcohol consumption, as a surfeit tends to make her intractable. But then she is, alas, not alone in this.


A. R.’













2. The Interminable Wait



It seemed to Adrian that the whole world had become dark and gloomy; an icy trickle of water was running up and down his spine, defying the laws of gravity. Through the dull buzzing in his ears he dimly heard Mrs Dredge’s voice.


‘Well?’ she said, ‘what’s it all about?’


Dear heaven, thought Adrian, I can’t possibly tell her.


‘It’s . . . it’s a letter . . . um . . . from . . . er . . . one of my father’s friends,’ he said, prevaricating wildly. ‘He just thought that I would like to know how things were in the village.’


‘After ten years?’ snorted Mrs Dredge. ‘’E’s taken ’is time, ’asn’t ’e?’


‘Yes . . . yes, it has been a long time,’ said Adrian, folding the letter up and putting it in his pocket.


But Mrs Dredge was not one of those people who could be fobbed off with a précis. Her own harrowing description of Mr Dredge’s death generally occupied an hour and a half, so this flimsy explanation of the letter’s contents hardly satisfied her.


‘Well, how are they all, then?’ she enquired.


‘Oh,’ said Adrian, ‘they appear to be enjoying good health, you know.’


Mrs Dredge waited, her black eyes fixed on him implacably.


‘Several of the people I knew have got married,’ Adrian went on desperately, ‘and . . . and . . . several of them have had babies.’


‘You mean,’ enquired Mrs Dredge, a hopeful gleam in her eye, ‘you mean the ones that ’ave got married ’ave ’ad babies, or the other ones?’


‘Both,’ said Adrian unthinkingly. ‘No, no, of course I mean the ones that have got married. Anyway, they’re all in great . . . er . . . great spirits and I must . . . um . . . I must write and congratulate them.’


‘You mean congratulate the ones that ’ave got married?’ asked Mrs Dredge, who liked to get things clear in her mind.


‘Yes,’ said Adrian, ‘and the ones who have had babies, of course.’ Mrs Dredge sighed. This was not her idea of how to tell a story. If it had been her letter, now, she would have eked out the contents with miserly care and regaled Adrian for a week with snippets of information and speculation.


‘Well,’ she said philosophically, surging to her feet, ‘it will give you something to do in the evenings, I suppose.’


As rapidly as he could, his mind still reeling under the shock of his uncle’s letter, Adrian shovelled the unattractive remains of the black pudding into his mouth, washed it down with some tea, and rose from the table.


‘Going already?’ said Mrs Dredge in surprise.


‘Yes. I thought I would just call in on Mr Pucklehammer on my way to work,’ said Adrian.


‘Don’t you go spending too much time with ’im, now,’ said Mrs Dredge severely. ‘That man could be an evil influence on an upright, honest young man like yourself.’


‘Yes, I suppose you’re right,’ said Adrian meekly. He numbered Mr Pucklehammer among his closest friends, but he was not prepared to argue about it just then.


‘Don’t be late for your supper,’ said Mrs Dredge. ‘I got a nice bit of ’addock.’


As an inducement to punctuality, Adrian felt, this left a lot to be desired.


‘No, I won’t be late,’ he promised, and made his escape from the house before Mrs Dredge could think up a fresh topic of conversation to delay him.


Mr Pucklehammer was by trade a carpenter and coffin maker who owned a large yard about a quarter of a mile from Mrs Dredge’s establishment. A few years previously Adrian had gone to the yard to have some minor repairs done to his big wooden trunk. He and Mr Pucklehammer had taken an instant liking to each other and had since become firm friends. Adrian, who did not make friends easily because of his shyness, had come to look upon Mr Pucklehammer as his father confessor. His one thought now was to get down to the yard as quickly as possible and discuss with his friend the contents of this letter that threatened to undermine the very foundations of his quiet, orderly world. Mr Pucklehammer, he felt sure, would know what to do.


As he hurried down the road he began to agree with his father’s estimation of his Uncle Amos’s character. How could anyone do a thing like that? Leaving aside the money (which he admitted was generous), how could anyone suddenly plant on an innocent nephew a lady of indeterminate years with an addiction to the bottle? It was surely not humane. At this point another terrible thought struck him, and he stopped so suddenly his bowler hat fell off. Dimly he remembered his father saying that his Uncle Amos had worked in circuses and fairgrounds. What if this Rosy turned out to be an acrobat, or – worse still – one of those fast, abandoned females who stood on the backs of horses in spangled tights? To have a female acrobat suddenly pushed into your life was bad enough, but to have a drunken female acrobat pushed into your life was surely more than anyone could endure. How could his uncle have done this to him? Retrieving his bowler hat, he made Mr Pucklehammer’s yard almost at a run.


Mr Pucklehammer was sitting on a newly completed coffin finishing his breakfast, which consisted of a pint of beer and a cheese sandwich of mammoth dimensions. He was a short, stocky little man with a face like an amiable bulldog. In his time he had been – among many other things – a champion wrestler and weightlifter. The excesses of this career had left him completely musclebound so that now, although every muscle and sinew stood out in carunculations like a melting candle, he could only move with difficulty.


‘Hello, boy,’ he greeted Adrian, waving the sandwich at him amicably. ‘Want some breakfast? Spot of beer, eh?’


‘No, no,’ said Adrian, out of breath and pale with emotion, ‘I want your advice.’


‘Ho?’ said Mr Pucklehammer, raising his shaggy brows. ‘What’s to do? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.’


‘Far worse, far worse,’ said Adrian dramatically. ‘I’m ruined . . . read this.’


He thrust the letter at Mr Pucklehammer, who surveyed it with interest.


‘I can’t read,’ said Mr Pucklehammer simply. ‘Never seem to have had time to learn, somehow, what with one thing and another. You read it to me, boy.’


In a voice trembling with emotion Adrian read him the contents of his Uncle Amos’s letter. When he came to the end there was silence as Mr Pucklehammer inserted a large section of cheese sandwich into his mouth and chewed meditatively.


‘Well,’ said Adrian at last, ‘what am I to do?’


‘To do?’ said Mr Pucklehammer, swallowing his sandwich in surprise. ‘Why, do exactly as your uncle wants you to do.’


Adrian gazed at his friend in amazement, wondering if Pucklehammer had either misunderstood the letter or had taken leave of his senses.


‘But how can I?’ he said, his voice rising. ‘How can I take on a strange female . . . a strange, drunken female? Mrs Dredge would never allow her in the house . . . then there’s my job. Good Lord, if they got to know about it they’d sack me. And suppose she’s one of those female acrobats, what do I do then?’


‘I don’t see what’s wrong with that,’ said Mr Pucklehammer judicially. ‘Saw one of them myself once. Nice fleshy piece she was too. Had sequins all over her. Lovely bit of dolly-roll.’


‘Oh, my God,’ said Adrian in agony, ‘I hope she’s not going to arrive here all covered with sequins.’


‘There’s no denying,’ said Mr Pucklehammer musingly, ‘there’s no denying that five hundred pounds is a very generous sum, very generous indeed. Why, with that sort of money you could give up your job . . . you’ve often said you wanted to.’


‘And what about this inebriated female?’ asked Adrian sarcastically.


‘Well, you two could live very comfortably on a hundred and twenty a year and in four years you could set up a little business,’ said Mr Pucklehammer. ‘If she’s one of the fair folk you want to go in for something like a Punch and Judy. I’ve got a nice Punch and Judy I could let you have cheap.’


‘I have no intention of spending the next four years with a large, sequin-covered drunk playing at Punch and Judy,’ said Adrian loudly and clearly. ‘I wish you’d be more constructive.’


‘I don’t see what you’re flapdoodling about, boy,’ said Mr Pucklehammer severely. ‘Here you’ve got a nice legacy with a female thrown in. Lots of young men would give anything to be in your shoes.’


‘I wish they were in my shoes,’ said Adrian desperately. ‘If they want to spend the rest of their lives with a drunken acrobat, they’re welcome.’


‘Your uncle didn’t say she was drunk all the time,’ said Mr Pucklehammer fairly. ‘She might be quite nice. Why don’t you just wait and see what she’s like when she turns up?’


‘I can imagine what she’s like, and the thought appals me,’ said Adrian. ‘Why, I don’t even know her surname.’


‘Well, as long as you know her Christian name that’s the main thing,’ said Mr Pucklehammer philosophically. ‘Gets you on to a more intimate footing straight away.’


‘I don’t want to get on an intimate footing with her,’ shouted Adrian, and then, smitten by a dreadful thought, ‘My God! What happens if she turns up while I’m at work and Mrs Dredge meets her?’


‘Ah, yes,’ said Mr Pucklehammer musingly, ‘that’s a point. You want to avoid that if you can.’


Adrian paced up and down, thinking desperately, while Mr Pucklehammer finished off the remains of his beer and wiped his mouth.


‘I’ve got it,’ said Adrian at last, ‘it’s Mrs Dredge’s Day today . . . you know, she goes to visit Mr Dredge at the cemetery and spends the whole day there. She doesn’t generally get back until evening. If I could send a message to work to say that I’m ill, or something, then I could hang around and wait for this Rosy person.’


‘Good idea,’ agreed Mr Pucklehammer. ‘Look, I’ll send young Davey round to the shop to tell ’em you’re not well. Don’t you worry about that. What you’d better do is to nip back smartish and keep an eye on the house. I’ll be here if you want me.’


So Adrian, cursing the day he said he wanted adventure, made his way back to Mrs Dredge’s establishment, and lurked furtively on the corner. Presently, to his relief, Mrs Dredge appeared, clad in flowing black bombazine and with a large, purple hat on her head, clasping in her hand an enormous bunch of roses which were her weekly tribute to Mr Dredge’s grave. She passed down the road like a large and ominous galleon in full sail, and disappeared from sight.


Adrian paced up and down, his mind filled with wild, impracticable solutions to the problem. He would run away to sea. He rejected this almost immediately, for he felt sick on the top deck of a horse-drawn bus travelling very slowly, so he knew that he – or rather, his stomach – was not cut out for a nautical career. Should he pose as Mr Dredge and say that he, Rookwhistle, had unfortunately just died? Intriguing though this solution was he was compelled to admit that it would require someone more skilled in the art of duplicity to achieve success.


It’s no good, he thought desperately, wiping his damp hands on his handkerchief, I shall just have to be firm with her. I shall point out that I am a young man making my way in the world, and that I cannot, at this stage, accept the responsibility of a strange woman. I will let her have the five hundred pounds and she must go. But what if she bursts into tears and has hysterics or, worse still, what if she is drunk and turns belligerent? The sweat broke out on his brow at the thought. No, he must remain firm, kind but firm. Hoping that he would have the courage to be kind but firm when the moment arrived, Adrian resumed his pacing.


By midday he was in such a state of nervous tension that a leaf falling from a tree made him start uncontrollably. He had just decided that death would be preferable to this agony of waiting, when the dray turned into the road. It was an enormous dray, pulled by eight extremely exhausted-looking cart horses, and driven by a stout, choleric-looking little man in a bright yellow bowler hat and a red and yellow check waistcoat. Idly, Adrian wondered what such an enormous dray could contain. The man in the yellow bowler was obviously nearing his destination, for he had pulled a piece of paper out of his waistcoat pocket and was comparing it with the numbers of the houses as he passed. Then to Adrian’s astonishment he pulled up his team of horses outside Mrs Dredge’s house. What on earth, thought Adrian, had his frugal landlady been buying? The dray was large enough to contain almost anything. He walked down the road to where the driver was mopping his face with a large handkerchief.


‘Good morning,’ said Adrian, full of curiosity.


The man settled his bowler hat more firmly on his head and gave Adrian a withering look.


‘Morning,’ he said, brusquely, ‘if it is a good morning, which I, for one, doubt.’


‘Are you . . . er . . . have you got something for this house?’ enquired Adrian.


‘Yes,’ said the man, consulting the piece of paper in his hand. ‘Leastways, I got something for a Mr Rookwhistle.’


Adrian jumped and broke out in a cold sweat.


‘Rookwhistle . . . are you sure?’ he asked faintly.


‘Yes,’ said the man, ‘Rookwhistle. Mr A. Rookwhistle.’


‘I am Mr A. Rookwhistle,’ quavered Adrian. ‘What . . . ?’


‘Ah!’ said the man, giving him a malevolent look, ‘so you’re Mr Rookwhistle, are you? Well, the sooner you collect your property, the sooner I’ll be ’appy.’


He stamped off round the back of the dray and Adrian, following him, found him struggling with the massive doors.


‘But what have you got?’ asked Adrian desperately.


By way of an answer the man threw back the great double doors and revealed to Adrian’s incredulous and horrified gaze a large, wrinkled and exceptionally benign looking elephant.










3. The Shocking Arrival



‘There she is,’ said the carter, with satisfaction, ‘and she’s all yours.’


‘It can’t be,’ said Adrian faintly, ‘it can’t be mine . . . I don’t want an elephant.’


‘Now look ’ere,’ said the carter with some asperity, ‘I’ve travelled all night, see, to bring this ruddy animal to you. You’re Mr A. Rookwhistle, therefore she’s your animal.’


Adrian began to wonder if the shocks he had already received that morning had unhinged his mind. It was bad enough having to cope with an acrobat, without finding himself suddenly saddled with, of all things, an elephant. Then, suddenly, he had an awful suspicion.


‘What’s its name?’ he asked hoarsely.


‘Rosy,’ said the carter, ‘leastways, that’s what they told me.’


At the sound of her name the elephant swayed to and fro gently and uttered a small squeak, like the mating cry of a very tiny clarinet. She was shackled inside the dray by two chains padlocked round her front legs, and they made a musical clanking noise when she moved. She stretched out her trunk seductively towards Adrian and blew a small puff of air at him. Oh God, thought Adrian, I’d much rather it was a drunken acrobat.


‘Look here,’ he said to the carter, ‘what am I going to do with her?’


‘That,’ said the carter with ill-concealed satisfaction, ‘is your problem, mate. I was merely engaged to deliver ’er and deliver ’er I ’ave. So now, as I ’aven’t ’ad any breakfast, if you’ll kindly remove ’er from me van, I’ll be on me way.’


‘But you can’t just leave me in the street with an elephant,’ Adrian protested.


‘Why not?’ enquired the carter simply.


‘But I can’t take her in there,’ said Adrian wildly, gesturing at Mrs Dredge’s six foot square front garden. ‘She won’t fit, for one thing . . . and she’d tread all the plants down.’


‘Ar, you should ’ave thought of that before you ordered ’er,’ said the carter.


‘But I didn’t order her. She was left to me by my uncle,’ said Adrian, reflecting as he said it how very unlikely the whole thing sounded.


‘’E couldn’t ’ave liked you very much,’ said the carter.


‘Look, do be sensible,’ Adrian pleaded. ‘You can’t just stick an elephant down in front of me and then go off and leave me.’


‘Now you look ’ere,’ said the carter in a shaking voice, his face growing purple, ‘I was engaged to transport an elephant. It was foolish of me, I know, but there we are. I’ve been on the go all night. Every pub we passed she nearly ’ad the dray over. It’s the worst ruddy journey I’ve ever ’ad in twenty-four years’ experience as a carter. And now all I want to do is to get rid of ’er as quickly as possible. So if you’ll kindly remove ’er, I’ll be on me way.’


Even if he succeeded in getting Rosy into Mrs Dredge’s front or back garden, Adrian thought, how was he to explain the sudden appearance of an elephant? It was too much to hope that Mrs Dredge would not notice her. But something had to be done, for the carter was adamant and growing more and more purple and restive with each passing moment. Then Adrian had an idea. Pucklehammer, he thought, Pucklehammer’s yard. That would be the place to take her.


‘Look,’ said Adrian desperately to the carter, ‘can you take her down the road a bit? I’ve got a friend who’s got a yard. We can put her in there.’


The carter sighed deeply. ‘See ’ere,’ he said, ‘I’ve delivered your elephant to you. I was not asked to deliver it anywhere else but ’ere.’


‘But it’s only just down the road, and it’ll be worth a sovereign to you,’ said Adrian.


‘Well, that’s different,’ said the carter and he slammed the doors of the dray, shutting off the sight of Rosy, who had picked up a small wisp of straw in her trunk and was daintily fanning herself with it. The carter shouted to his horses, they strained forward, and the massive dray rumbled down the road, with Adrian pacing feverishly beside it, endeavouring to persuade himself that there was nothing Mr Pucklehammer would like better than an elephant in his yard. He left the carter in the street and went into the yard. Mr Pucklehammer was still sitting on the coffin, consuming yet another pint of beer.


‘Hello, boy,’ he said jovially, ‘got your acrobat?’


‘Mr Pucklehammer,’ said Adrian in a low, controlled voice, ‘you’ve got to help me. You are, indeed, the only person I can turn to in what is rapidly becoming a nightmare.’


‘Why, what’s happened, boy?’


‘She . . . it . . . has arrived,’ said Adrian.


‘What’s she like?’ enquired Mr Pucklehammer with interest.


‘She . . . Rosy,’ said Adrian, ‘is an elephant.’


‘An elephant? said Mr Pucklehammer, and whistled. ‘That’s a bit of a problem for you.’


‘You could put it that way,’ said Adrian coldly.


‘An elephant,’ repeated Mr Pucklehammer thoughtfully. ‘Well, well. That is a bit of a facer.’


‘I’m inclined to agree with you,’ said Adrian. ‘What I’m to do with her I just don’t know, but all I do know is that the wretched man who brought her, not unnaturally wants to get rid of her. She won’t fit in Mrs Dredge’s garden, so I’ve had to bring her here. Will you let me keep her in your yard for a bit, until I decide what to do?’


‘Yes, yes, boy, of course,’ said Mr Pucklehammer readily, ‘plenty of room here. Never had an elephant here, come to think of it. It’ll make a bit of a change.’


‘Thank God,’ said Adrian fervently, ‘I’m most grateful to you.’ He went back into the road where the carter appeared to be melting steadily into his handkerchief.


‘It’s all right,’ said Adrian, ‘she can come in here.’


The carter threw open the doors of the dray, and Rosy uttered a pleased squeal at the sight of her friends.


‘’Ere’s the keys,’ said the carter, handing them to Adrian. ‘One for each padlock.’


‘Is she tame?’ asked Adrian nervously, realising that up until that moment he had had no experience with elephants. ‘I think so,’ said the carter. ‘You’ll soon find out though, won’t you?’


‘Perhaps I ought to get it something to eat,’ said Adrian, ‘to keep it occupied. What do they eat?’


‘Buns,’ said Mr Pucklehammer, who was peering at Rosy with interest.


‘Do be sensible,’ said Adrian irritably. ‘Where am I going to find a bun at this time of the day?’


‘’Ow about oats?’ suggested the carter.


‘No, no, it’s buns they eat,’ said Mr Pucklehammer.


‘I do wish you’d stop gassing on about buns,’ said Adrian in exasperation, ‘we haven’t got any buns.’


‘How about a cheese sandwich?’ said Mr Pucklehammer. ‘I’ll go and get one and we’ll try.’


He returned presently with a large cheese sandwich, which he handed to Adrian. Very cautiously, holding the sandwich in front of him as though it were a weapon, Adrian approached Rosy’s vast grey bulk.


‘Here you are then, Rosy,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Nice cheese sandwich . . . good girl.’


Rosy stopped swaying and watched his approach with twinkling eyes. When he was within range she stretched out her trunk and, with the utmost speed and delicacy, removed Adrian’s bowler hat and placed it on her own massive domed head. Alarmed, Adrian jumped back, dropped the sandwich and trod heavily on the carter’s foot. This did not improve the carter’s already frayed temper. Picking up the sandwich Adrian approached Rosy again. ‘Here you are, Rosy,’ he said in a trembling voice, ‘nice sandwich.’ Languidly Rosy reached out her trunk again, took the sandwich from Adrian’s shaking fingers, and inserted it into her mouth which looked – to Adrian’s startled gaze – the size of a large barrel. Faint grinding and slushing noises indicated that the elephant did eat cheese sandwiches. Hastily, while her mouth was full, Adrian went down on his knees, undid the padlocks and removed the shackles from Rosy’s legs.


‘There we are,’ he said, backing out of the dray. ‘Come along then . . . good girl.’


Rosy sighed deeply, took off the bowler hat and fanned herself with it, but apart from this gave no indication that she intended to vacate the dray.


‘I’m normally a patient man,’ said the carter untruthfully, ‘but I would like to point out, while you’re stamping about all over me feet and stuffing that elephant on sandwiches, that I ’aven’t ’ad so much as a bite to eat this morning.’


‘Well, I’m trying to get her out,’ said Adrian aggrievedly, ‘you can’t force a thing that size.’


‘Would you care for a sandwich and a pint of beer?’ Mr Pucklehammer asked the carter.


‘That’s very obliging of you,’ said the carter, brightening perceptibly, ‘very obliging indeed.’


While the carter and Adrian stood there staring at Rosy, who was now swaying to and fro and uttering heart-rending sighs, Mr Pucklehammer went into the house and soon reappeared carrying a sandwich with a brimming pint of beer. The carter’s delight at seeing these victuals was nothing compared to Rosy’s enthusiasm when she saw the tankard. She uttered a loud and prolonged trumpeting that made Adrian jump, and lumbered out of the dray into the road. Mr Pucklehammer stood rooted to the spot while Rosy, still trumpeting, seized the tankard in her trunk and proceeded to pour the contents into her cavernous mouth.


‘Well, that’s solved one problem,’ said the carter, ‘but what about me beer?’


‘At least we know she’ll eat sandwiches and drink beer,’ said Adrian, ‘though I can’t see her existing for ever on that.’


‘I wouldn’t want you to think me unfeeling,’ said the carter, breathing through his nose, ‘but I’m more concerned with me own stomach than with ’ers.’


Rosy handed the empty tankard back to Mr Pucklehammer and followed him hopefully as he retreated into the yard. Having found an intelligent human being who appeared to recognise her needs, she was not going to let him out of her sight. She had a slow, stately, if slightly inebriated walk, and her ears flapped and cracked against the sides of her head as she moved. She uttered pleased little squeals, and as she entered the yard hot on Mr Pucklehammer’s heels, Adrian slammed the great double doors behind her, leant against them and mopped his face. That was the first step.


Although Rosy was intrigued by the drifts of curly white-wood shavings, the piles of wood and the serried ranks of newly completed coffins, she still kept an eye on Mr Pucklehammer, for he was obviously the dowser who was going to lead her to the master spring of beer. But at last they managed to creep into the house without her noticing. Once in the house Mr Pucklehammer produced more beer and cheese sandwiches, and under the soothing influence of food and drink even the carter became almost benign.


‘Funny sort of thing for your uncle to leave you,’ he said to Adrian.


‘I wouldn’t describe it as funny,’ said Adrian bitterly. ‘What I’m supposed to do with her, the Lord only knows.’


‘Sell ’er,’ advised the carter, pouring out more beer. ‘Sell ’er to a circus. That’s what I’d do.’


‘I can’t,’ explained Adrian, ‘that’s the awful part. I’ve been left five hundred pounds to look after her.’


‘I wonder ’ow many buns that’ll buy,’ said the carter with interest.


‘They must eat something else besides buns,’ said Adrian plaintively. ‘You know, cabbages and things. Anyway, we’ll just have to experiment later.’
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