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  MR WRONG




  Everybody – that is to say the two or three people she knew in London – told Meg that she had been very lucky indeed to find a car barely three years old, in such

  good condition and at such a price. She believed them gladly, because actually buying the car had been the most nerve-racking experience. Of course she had been told – and many times by her

  father – that all car dealers were liars and thieves. Indeed, to listen to old Dr Crosbie, you would think that nobody could ever buy a second-hand car, possibly even any new

  car, without its brakes or steering giving way the moment you were out of sight of the garage. But her father had always been of a nervous disposition: and as he intensely disliked going anywhere,

  and had now reached an age where he could fully indulge this disapprobation, it was not necessary to take much notice of him. For at least fifteen of her twenty-seven years Meg silently put up with

  his saying that there was no place like home, until, certain that she had exhausted all the possibilities of the small market town near where they lived, she had exclaimed, ‘That’s just

  it, Father! That’s why I want to see somewhere else – not like it.’




  Her mother, who had all the prosaic anxiety about her only child finding ‘a really nice young man, Mr Right’ that kind, anxious mothers tend to have – especially if their

  daughter can be admitted in the small hours to be ‘not exactly a beauty’ – smiled encouragingly at Meg and said, ‘But Humphrey, dear, she will always be coming back to stay.

  She knows this is her home, but all young girls need a change.’ (The young part of this had become emphasized as Meg plodded steadily through her twenties with not a romance in

  sight.)




  So Meg had come to London, got a job in an antique shop in the New King’s Road, and shared a two-room flat with two other girls in Fulham. One of them was a secretary, and the other a

  model: both were younger than Meg and ten times as self-assured; kind to her in an off-hand manner, but never becoming friends, nothing more than people she knew – like Mr Whitehorn, who ran

  the shop that she worked in. It was her mother who had given Meg three hundred pounds towards a car, as the train fares and subsequent taxis were proving beyond her means. She spent very little in

  London: she had bought one dress at Laura Ashley, but had no parties to go to in it, and lacked the insouciance to wear it to work. She lived off eggs done in various ways, and quantities of

  instant coffee – in the shop and in the flat. Her rent was comfortingly modest by present-day standards, she walked to work, smoked very occasionally, and set her own hair. Her father had

  given her a hundred pounds when she was twenty-one: all of this had been invested, and to it she now added savings from her meagre salary and finally went off to one of London’s northern

  suburbs to answer an advertisement about a second-hand MG.




  The car dealer, whom she had imagined as some kind of tiger in a loud checked suit with whisky on his breath, had proved to be more of a wolf in a sheepskin car-coat – particularly when he

  smiled, which displayed a frightening number of teeth that seemed to stretch back in his raspberry mouth and down his throat with vulpine largesse. He smiled often, and Meg took to not looking at

  him whenever he began to do it. He took her out on a test drive: at first he drove, explaining all the advantages of the car while he did so, and then he suggested that she take over. This she did,

  driving very badly, with clashing of gears and stalling the engine in the most embarrassing places. ‘I can see you’ve got the hang of it,’ Mr Taunton said. ‘It’s

  always difficult driving a completely new car. But you’ll find that she’s most reliable: will start in all weather, economical on fuel, and needs the minimum of servicing.’




  When Meg asked whether the car had ever had an accident, he began to smile, so she did not see his face when he replied that it hadn’t been an accident, just a slight brush. ‘The

  respray, which I expect you’ve noticed, was largely because the panel-work involved, and mind you, it was only panel-work, made us feel that it could do with a more cheerful colour. I

  always think aqua-blue is a nice colour for a ladies’ car. And this is definitely a ladies’ car.’




  She felt his smile receding when she asked how many previous owners the car had had. He replied that it had been for a short time the property of some small firm that had since gone out of

  business. ‘Only driven by one of the directors and his secretary.’




  That sounded all right, thought Meg: but she was also thinking that for the price this was easily the best car she could hope for, and somehow, she felt, he knew that she knew she was going to

  buy it. His last words were: ‘I hope you have many miles of motoring before you, madam.’ The elongated grin began, and as it was for the last time, she watched him – trying to

  smile back – as the pointed teeth became steadily more exposed down his cavernous throat. She noticed then that his pale grey eyes very nearly met, but were narrowly saved from this by the

  bridge of his nose, which was long and thrusting, and almost made up for his having a mouth that had clearly been eaten away by his awful quantity of teeth. They had nothing going for each other

  beyond her buying and his selling a car.




  Back in the showroom office, he sank into his huge moquette chair and said: ‘Bring us a coffee, duck. I’ve earned it.’ And a moony-faced blonde in a mini-skirt with huge legs

  that seemed tortured by her tights, smiled and went.




  Meg drove the MG – her car – back to London in the first state of elation she had ever known since she had won the bending competition in a local gymkhana. She had a car!

  Neither Samantha nor Val were in such a position. She really drove quite well, as she had had a temporary job working for a doctor near home who had lost his licence for two years. Away from Mr

  Taunton (Clive Taunton he had repeatedly said), she felt able and assured. The car was easy to drive, and responded, as MGs do, with a kind of husky excitement to speed.




  When she reached the flat, Samantha and Val were so impressed that they actually took her out to a Chinese meal with their two boy-friends. Meg got into her Laura Ashley dress and enjoyed every

  sweet and sour moment of it. Everybody was impressed by her, and this made her prettier. She got slightly drunk on rice wine and lager and went to work the next day, in her car, feeling much more

  like the sort of person she had expected to feel like in London. Her head ached, but she had something to show for it: one of the men had talked to her several times – asking where she lived

  and what her job was, and so forth.




  Her first drive north was the following Friday. It was cold, a wet and dark night – in January she never finished at the shop in time even to start the journey in the light – and by

  the time she was out of the rush, through London and on Hendon Way, it was raining hard. She found the turn off to the M1 with no difficulty: only three hours of driving on that and then about

  twenty minutes home. It was nothing, really; it just seemed rather a long way at this point. She had drunk a cup of strong black instant at Mr Whitehorn’s, who had kindly admired the car and

  also showed her the perfect place to park it every day, and she knew that her mother would be keeping something hot and home-made for her whatever time she got home. (Her father never ate anything

  after eight o’clock in the evening for fear of indigestion, something from which he had never in his life suffered and attributed entirely to this precaution.)




  Traffic was fairly heavy, but it seemed to be more lorries than anything else, and Meg kept on the whole to the middle lane. She soon found, as motorists new to a motorway do, that the lanes,

  the headlights coming towards her, and the road glistening with rain had a hypnotic effect, as though she and the car had become minute, and she was being spun down some enormous, endless striped

  ribbon. ‘I mustn’t go to sleep,’ she thought. Ordinary roads had too much going on in them for one to feel like that. About half her time up the motorway, she felt so tired with

  trying not to feel sleepy that she decided to stop in the next park, open the windows and have a cigarette. It was too wet to get out, but even stopping the windscreen-wipers for a few minutes

  would make a change. She stopped the engine, opened her window, and before she had time to think about smoking again, fell asleep.




  She awoke very suddenly with a feeling of extreme fear. It was not from a dream; she was sitting in the driver’s seat, cramped, and with rain blowing in through the open window, but

  something else was very wrong. A sound – or noises, alarming in themselves, but, in her circumstances, frighteningly out of place. She shut her window except for an inch at the top. This made

  things worse. What sounded like heavy, laboured, stertorous, even painful breathing was coming, she quickly realized, from the back of the car. The moment she switched on the car light and

  turned round, there was utter silence, as sudden as the noise stopping in the middle of a breath. There was nobody in the back of the car, but the doors were not locked, and her large carrier bag

  – her luggage – had fallen to the floor. She locked both doors, switched off the car light and the sounds began again, exactly where they had left off – in the middle of a breath.

  She put both the car light and her headlights on, and looked again in the back. Silence, and it was still empty. She considered making sure that there was nobody parked behind her, but somehow she

  didn’t want to do that. She switched on the engine and started it. Her main feeling was to get away from the place as quickly as possible. But even when she had started to do this and found

  herself trying to turn the sounds she had heard into something else and accountable, they wouldn’t. They remained in her mind, and she could all too clearly recall them, as the heavy breaths

  of someone either mortally ill, or in pain, or both, coming quite distinctly from the back of the car. She drove home as fast as she could, counting the minutes and the miles to keep her mind

  quiet.




  She reached home – a stone and slate-roofed cottage – at a quarter past nine, and her mother’s first exclamation when she saw her daughter was that she looked dreadfully tired.

  Instantly, Meg began to feel better; it was what her mother had always said if Meg ever did anything for very long away from home. Her father had gone to bed: so she sat eating her supper with

  surprising hunger, in the kitchen, and telling her mother the week’s news about her job and the two girls she shared with and the Chinese-meal party. ‘And is the car nice,

  darling?’ her mother asked at length. Meg started to speak, checked herself, and began again. ‘Very nice. It was so kind of you to give me all that money for it,’ she said.




  The weekend passed with almost comforting dullness, and Meg did not begin to dread returning until after lunch on Sunday. She began to say that she ought to pack; her mother said she must have

  tea before she left, and her father said that he didn’t think that anyone should drive in the dark. Or, indeed, at all, he overrode them as they both started saying that it was dark by

  four anyway. Meg eventually decided to have a short sleep after lunch, drink a cup of tea and then start the journey. ‘If I eat one of Mummy’s teas, I’ll pass out in the

  car,’ she said, and as she said ‘pass out’, she felt an instant, very small, ripple of fear.




  Her mother woke her from a dreamless, refreshing sleep at four with a cup of dark, strong Indian tea and two Bourbon biscuits.




  ‘I’m going to pack for you,’ she said firmly. She had also unpacked, while Meg was finishing her supper on Friday night. ‘I’ve never known such a hopeless

  packer. All your clothes were cramped up and crushed together as though someone had been stamping on them. Carrier bags,’ she scolded, enjoying every minute; ‘I’m lending you this nice

  little case that Auntie Phil left me.’




  Meg lay warmly under the eiderdown in her own room watching her mother, who quite quickly switched from packing to why didn’t Meg drink her tea while it was hot. ‘I know your father won’t drink anything until it’s lukewarm, but thank goodness, you don’t take after him. In that respect,’ she ended loyally, but Meg knew that

  her mother missed her, and got tired and bored dealing with her father’s ever-increasing regime of what was good or bad for him.




  ‘Can I come next weekend?’ she asked. Her mother rushed across the room and enfolded her.




  ‘I should be most upset if you didn’t,’ she said, trying to make it sound like a joke.




  When Meg left, and not until she was out of sight of home, she began to worry about what had happened on the journey up. Perhaps it could have been some kind of freak wind, with the car window

  open, she thought. Being able even to think that encouraged her. It was only raining in fits and starts on the way back, and the journey passed without incident of any kind. By the time Meg had

  parked, and slipped quietly into the flat that turned out to be empty – both girls were out – she really began to imagine that she had imagined it. She ate a boiled egg, watched a short

  feature on Samantha’s television about Martinique, and went to bed.




  The following weekend was also wet, but foggy as well. At one moment during a tedious day in the shop (where there was either absolutely nothing to do, or an endless chore, like packing china

  and glass to go abroad), Meg thought of putting off going to her parents: but they were not on the telephone, and that meant that they would have to endure a telegram. She thought of her father,

  and decided against that. He would talk about it for six months, stressing it as an instance of youthful extravagance, reiterating the war that it had made upon his nerves, and the proof it was

  that she should never have gone to London at all. No – telegrams were out, except in an emergency. She would just have to go – whatever the weather, or anything else.




  Friday passed tediously: her job was that of packing up the separate pieces of a pair of giant chandeliers in pieces of old newspaper and listing what she packed. Sometimes she got so bored by

  this that she even read bits from the old, yellowing newsprint. There were pages in one paper of pictures of a Miss World competition: every girl was in a bathing-dress and high-heeled shoes,

  smiling that extraordinary smile of glazed triumph. They must have an awfully difficult time, Meg thought – fighting off admirers. She wondered just how difficult that would turn out to be.

  It would probably get easier with practice.




  At half past four, Mr Whitehorn let her go early: he was the kind of man who operated in bursts of absentminded kindness, and he said that in view of her journey, the sooner she started the

  better. Meg drank her last cup of instant coffee, and set off.




  Her progress through London was slow, but eventually she reached Hendon Way. Here, too, there were long hold-ups as cars queued at signal lights. There were also straggling lines of people

  trying to get lifts. She drove past a good many of these, feeling her familiar feelings about them, so mixed that they cancelled one another out, and she never, in fact, did anything about the

  hitchers. Meg was naturally a kind person: this part of her made her feel sorry for the wretched creatures, cold, wet, and probably tired; wondering whether they would ever get to where they

  wanted to be. But her father had always told her never to give lifts, hinting darkly at the gothic horrors that lay in wait for anyone who ever did that. It was not that Meg ever consciously agreed

  with her father; rather that in all the years of varying warnings, some of his anxiety had brushed off on her – making her shy, unsure of what to do about things, and feeling ashamed of

  feeling like that. No, she was certainly not going to give anyone a lift.




  She drove steadily on through the driving sleet, pretending that the back of her car was full of pieces of priceless chandeliers, and this served her very well until she came to the inevitable

  hold-up before she reached Hendon, when a strange thing happened.




  After moving a few yards forwards between each set of green lights, she finally found herself just having missed yet another lot, but head of the queue in the right-hand lane. There, standing

  under one of the tall, yellow lights, on an island in the streaming rain, was a girl. There was nothing in the least remarkable about her appearance at first glance: she was short, rather dumpy,

  wearing what looked like a very thin mackintosh and unsuitable shoes; her head was bare; she wore glasses. She looked wet through, cold and exhausted, but above all there was an air of extreme

  desolation about her, as though she was hopelessly lost and solitary. Meg found, without having thought at all about it, that she was opening her window and beckoning the girl towards the car. The

  girl responded – she was only a few yards away – and as she came nearer, Meg noticed two other things about her. The first was that she was astonishingly pale – despite the fact

  that she had dark, reddish hair and was obviously frozen: her face was actually livid, and when she extended a tentative hand in a gesture that was either seeking reassurance about help, or

  anticipating the opening of the car door, the collar of her mackintosh moved, and Meg saw that, at the bottom of her white throat, the girl had what looked like the most unfortunate purple birth

  mark.




  ‘Please get in,’ Meg said, and leaned over to open the seat beside her. Then two things happened at once. The girl simply got into the back of the car – Meg heard her open the

  door and shut it gently, and a man, wearing a large, check overcoat, tinted glasses and a soft black hat tilted over his forehead slid into the seat beside her.




  ‘How kind,’ he said, in a reedy, pedagogic voice (almost as though he was practising to be someone else, Meg thought); ‘we were wondering whether anyone at all would come to our aid, and it proves that charming young women like yourself behave as they appear. The good Samaritan is invariably feminine these

  days.’




  Meg, who had taken the most instant dislike to him of anyone she had ever met in life, said nothing at all. Then, beginning to feel bad about this, at least from the silent girl’s point of

  view, she asked:




  ‘How far are you going?’




  ‘Ah, now that will surprise you. My secretary and I broke down this morning on our way up, or down to Town,’ he sniggered; ‘and it is imperative that we present ourselves in

  the right place at the right time this evening. I only wish to go so far as to pick up our car, which should now be ready.’ His breath smelled horribly of stale smoke and peppermints.




  ‘At a garage?’ The whole thing sounded to Meg like the most preposterous story.




  ‘Between Northampton and Leicester. I shall easily be able to point the turning out to you.’




  Again, Meg said nothing, hoping that this would put a stop to his irritating voice. ‘What a bore,’ she thought: ‘I would be lumbered with this lot.’ She began to consider the social hazards of giving people lifts. Either they sat in total silence – like the girl in the back

  – or they talked. At this point he began again.




  ‘It is most courageous of you to have stopped. There are so many hooligans about, that I always say it is most unjust to the older and more respectable people. But it is true that an old

  friend of mine once gave a lift to a young man, and the next thing she knew, the poor dear was in a ditch; no car, a dreadful headache, and no idea where she was. It’s perfectly

  ghastly what some people will do to some people. Have you noticed it? But I imagine you are too young: you are probably in search of adventure




  – romance – or whatever lies behind those euphemisms. Am I right?’




  Meg, feeling desperately that anything would be better than this talking all the time, said over her shoulder to her obstinately silent passenger in the back: ‘Are you warm

  enough?’




  But before anyone else could have said anything, the horrible man said at once: ‘Perfectly, thank you. Physically speaking, I am not subject to great sensitivity about temperature.’

  When he turned to her, as he always seemed to do, at the end of any passage or remark, the smell of his breath seemed to fill the car. It was not simply smoke and peppermints – underneath

  that was a smell like rotting mushrooms. ‘She must be asleep,’ Meg thought, almost resentfully – after all there was no escape for her




  – she could not sleep, was forced to drive and drive and listen to this revolting front-seat passenger.




  ‘Plastic,’ he continued ruminatively (as though she had even mentioned the stuff), ‘the only real use that plastic has been to society was when the remains, but

  unmistakable – unlike the unfortunate lady – when the remains of Mrs Durand Deacon’s red plastic handbag were discovered in the tank full of acid. Poor Haigh must have thought he

  was perfectly safe with acid, but of course, he had not reckoned on the durable properties of some plastics. That was the end of him. Are you familiar with the case at all?’




  ‘I’m not very interested in murder, I’m afraid.’




  ‘Ah – but fear and murder go hand in hand,’ he said at once, and, she felt, deliberately misunderstanding her. She had made the mistake of apologizing for her lack of interest

  –




  ‘. . . in fact, it would be difficult to think of any murder where there had not been a modicum, and sometimes, let’s face it, a very great deal of fear.’ Glancing at him, she

  saw that his face, an unhealthy colour, or perhaps that was the headlights of oncoming cars, was sweating. It could not still be rain: the car heater was on: it was sweat.




  She stuck it out until they were well on the way up the M1. His conversation was both nasty and repetitive, or rather, given that he was determined to talk about fear and murder, he displayed a

  startling knowledge of different and horrible cases. Eventually, he asked suddenly whether she would stop for him, ‘a need of nature’, he was sure she would understand what he meant.

  Just there a lorry was parked on the shoulder, and he protested that he would rather go on – he was easily embarrassed and preferred complete privacy. Grimly, Meg parked.




  ‘That will do perfectly well,’ she said as firmly as she could, but her voice came out trembling with strain.




  The man slid out of the car with the same reptilian action she had noticed when he got in. He did not reply. The moment that he was out, Meg said to the girl: ‘Look here, if he’s

  hitching lifts with you, I do think you might help a bit with the conversation.’




  There was no reply. Meg, turning to the back, began almost angrily: ‘I don’t care if you are asleep –’ but then she had to stop because a small scream seemed to have

  risen in her throat to check her.




  The back seat was empty.




  Meg immediately looked to see whether the girl could have fallen off the back seat on to the floor. She hadn’t. Meg switched on the car light; the empty black mock-leather seat glistened

  with emptiness. For a split second, Meg thought she might be going mad. Her first sight of the girl, standing under a lamp on the island at Hendon, recurred sharply. The pale, thin mac, the pallor,

  the feeling that she was so desolate that Meg had had to stop for her. But she had got into the car – of course she had! Then she must have got out, when the man got out. But he

  hadn’t shut his door, and there had been no noise from the back. She looked at the back doors. They were both unlocked. She put out her hand to touch the seat: it was perfectly dry, and that

  poor girl had been so soaked when she had got in – had got in – she was certain of it, that if she had just got out, the seat would have been at least damp. Meg could hear

  her heart thudding now, and for a moment, until he returned, she was almost glad that even that man was some sort of company in this situation.


  

  He seemed to take his time about getting back into the car: she saw him – as she put it – slithering out of the dark towards her, but then he seemed to hesitate; he disappeared from sight, and it was only when she saw him by the light

  of her right-hand side light that she realized he had been walking round the car. Strolling about, as though she was simply a chauffeur to him! She called through the window to him to hurry

  up, and almost before he had got into the car, she said, ‘What on earth’s become of your secretary?’




  There was a slight pause, then he turned to her: ‘My secretary?’ His face was impassive to the point of offensiveness, but she noticed that he was sweating again.




  ‘You know,’ she said impatiently; she had started the engine and was pulling away from the shoulder: ‘The girl you said you’d had a breakdown with on your way to

  London.’




  ‘Ah yes: poor little Muriel. I had quite forgotten her. I imagine her stuffing herself with family high tea and, I don’t doubt, boy-friend – some provincial hairdresser who

  looks like a pop star, or perhaps some footballer who looks like a hairdresser.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  He sniggered. ‘I am not given to oversight into the affairs of any employee I may indulge in. I do not like prolonged relationships of any kind. I like them sudden – short –

  and sweet. In fact, I—’




  ‘No – listen! You know perfectly well what I’m talking about.’




  She felt him stiffen, become still with wariness. Then, quite unexpectedly, he asked: ‘How long have you had this car?’




  ‘Oh – a week or so. Don’t make things up about your secretary. It was her I really stopped for. I didn’t even see you.’




  It must be his sweat that was making the car smell so much worse. ‘Of course, I noticed at once that it was an MG,’ he said.




  ‘The girl in the back,’ Meg said desperately: he seemed to be deliberately stupid as well as nasty. ‘She was standing on the island, under a lamp. She wore a mac, but she was

  obviously soaked to the skin, I beckoned to her, and she came up and got into the back without a word. At the same time as you. So come off it, inventing nasty, sneering lies about your secretary.

  Don’t pretend you didn’t know she was there. You probably used her as a decoy – to get a lift at all.’




  There was a short, very unpleasant silence. Meg was just beginning to be frightened, when he said, ‘What did your friend look like?’




  It was no use quibbling with him about not being the girl’s friend. Meg said: ‘I told you . . .’ and instantly realized that she had done nothing of the kind. Perhaps the girl

  really hadn’t been his secretary . . .




  ‘All you have done is allege that you picked up my secretary with me.’




  ‘All right. Well, she was short – she wore a pale mac – I told you that – and, and glasses – her hair was a dark reddish colour – I suppose darker because she

  was wet through, and she had some silly shoes on and she looked ill, she was so white – a sort of livid white, and when she—’




  ‘Never heard of her – never heard of anyone like her.’




  ‘No, but you saw her, didn’t you? I’m sorry if I thought she was your secretary – the point is you saw her, didn’t you? Didn’t you?’




  He began fumbling in his overcoat pocket, from which he eventually drew out a battered packet of sweets, the kind where each sweet is separately wrapped. He was so long getting a sweet out of

  the packet and then starting to peel off the sticky paper that she couldn’t wait.




  ‘Another thing. When she put out her arm to open the door, I saw her throat –’




  His fingers stopped unwrapping the paper. She glanced at them: he had huge, ugly hands that looked the wrong scale beside the small sweet –




  ‘She had a large sort of birth mark at the bottom of her throat, poor thing.’




  He dropped the sweet: bent forward in the car to find it. When, at last, he had done so, he put it straight into his mouth without attempting to get any more paper off. Briefly, the smell of

  peppermint dominated the other, less pleasant odours. Meg said, ‘Of course, I don’t suppose for a moment you could have seen that.’




  Finally, he said: ‘I cannot imagine who, or what, you are talking about. I didn’t see any girl in the back of your car.’




  ‘But there couldn’t be someone in the back of my car without my knowing!’




  There seemed to Meg to be something wrong about his behaviour. Not just that it was unpleasant; wrong in a different way; she felt that he knew perfectly well about the girl, but wouldn’t

  admit it – to frighten her, she supposed.




  ‘Do you mind if I smoke?’




  He seemed to be very bad at lighting it. Two matches wavered out in his shaky hands before he got an evil-smelling fag going.




  Meg, because she still felt a mixture of terror and confusion about what had or had not happened, decided to try being very reasonable with him.




  ‘When you got into the car,’ she began carefully, ‘you kept saying “we” and talking about your secretary. That’s why I thought she must be.’




  ‘Must be what?’




  A mechanical response; sort of playing-for-time stuff, Meg thought.




  ‘You must excuse me, but I really don’t know what you are talking about.’




  ‘Well, I think you do. And before you can say “do what?” I mean do know what you are talking about.’




  She felt, rather than saw him glance sharply at her, but she kept her eyes on the road.




  Then he seemed to make up his mind. ‘I have a suggestion to make. Supposing we stop at the next service area and you tell me all about everything? You have clearly got a great deal on your

  mind; in fact, you show distinct symptoms of being upset. Perhaps if we—’




  ‘No thank you.’ The idea of his being the slightest use to talk to was both nauseating and absurd. She heard him suck in his breath through his teeth with a small hissing sound: once

  more she found him reminding her of a snake. Meg hated snakes.




  Then he began to fumble about again, to produce a torch and to ask for a map. After some ruminating aloud as to where they were, and indeed where his garage was likely to be, he suggested

  stopping again ‘to give my, I fear, sadly weakened eyes an opportunity to discover my garage’.




  Something woke up in Meg, an early warning or premonition of more, and different trouble. Garages were not marked on her map. She increased their speed, stayed in the middle lane until a service

  station that she had noticed marked earlier at half a mile away loomed and glittered in the wet darkness. She drove straight in and said:




  ‘I don’t like you very much. I’d rather you got out now.’ Again she heard him suck his breath in through his teeth. The attendant had seen the car, and was slowly getting

  into his anorak to come out to them.




  ‘How cruel!’ he said, but she sensed his anger. ‘What a pity! What a chance lost!’




  ‘Please get out at once, or I’ll get the man to turn you out.’




  With his usual agility, he opened the door at once, and slithered out.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Meg said weakly: ‘I’m sure you did know about the girl. I just don’t trust you.’




  He poked his head in through the window. ‘I’m far from sure that I trust you.’ There were little bits of scum at the ends of his mouth. ‘I really feel that

  you oughtn’t to drive alone if you are subject to such extreme hallucinations.’




  There was no mistaking the malice in his voice, and just as Meg was going to have one last go at his admitting that he had seen the girl, the petrol attendant finally reached her and

  began unscrewing her petrol cap. He went, then. Simply withdrew his head, as though there were not more of him than that, and disappeared.




  ‘How many?’




  ‘Just two, please.’




  When the man went off slowly to get change, Meg wanted to cry. Instead, she locked all the doors and wound up the passenger window. She had an unreasonable fear that he would come back and that

  the attendant might not help her to oust him. She even forgot the change, and wound up her own window, so that nobody could get into the car. This made the attendant tap on her window; she started

  violently, which set her shivering.




  ‘Did you – did you see where the man who was in the front of my car went? He got out just now.’




  ‘I didn’t see anyone. Anyone at all.’




  ‘Oh thank you.’




  ‘Night.’ He went thankfully back to his brightly lit and doubtless scorching booth.




  Before she drove off, Meg looked once more at the back seat. There was no one there. The whole experience had been so prolonged, as well as unnerving, that apart from feeling frightened she felt

  confused. She wanted badly to get away as fast as possible, and she wanted to keep quite still and try to sort things out. He had known that the girl had been in the car. He had enjoyed

  – her fear. Why else would he have said ‘we’ so much? This made her more frightened, and her mind suddenly changed sides.




  The girl could not have got out of the back without opening and shutting– however quietly – the door. There had been no sound or sounds like that. In fact, from the moment the

  girl had got into the car she had made no sound at all. Perhaps she, too, had been frightened by the horrible man. Perhaps she had pretended to get in, and at the last moment, slipped out

  again.




  She opened her window wide to get rid of the smells in the car. As she did so, a possible implication of what the petrol attendant had said occurred. He hadn’t seen anyone; he hadn’t emphasized it like that, but he had repeated ‘anyone at all’. Had he just meant that he hadn’t looked? Or had he looked, and seen nobody? Ghosts

  don’t talk, she reminded herself, and at once was back to the utterly silent girl.




  Her first journey north in the car, and the awful breathing sounds coming from its back, could no longer be pushed out of her mind. The moment that she realized this, both journeys pounced

  forward into incomprehensible close-ups of disconnected pictures and sounds, recurring more and more rapidly, but in different sequences, as though, through their speed and volume, they were trying

  to force her to understand them. In the end, she actually cried out: ‘All right! The car is haunted. Of course, I see that!’
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