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UMAN flesh is heir to many ills, some of which can

be wholly or partially cured but there are still those
which, if they do not kill, condemn the sufferer to a life of
uselessness and misery.

It is for such people that the British Council for Rehabil-
itation was created. Its motive is the mental and physical
readjustment of the chronic sick so that they are able to
take a place in the world of industry and commerce, and to
co-ordinate all Public and Private bodies which have that
end in view.

Work of the Council.

N close co-operation with all branches of medicine the

Council maintains a Training Bureau with never fewer
than 700 a year of physically handicapped people on its
books. They are all being prepared for new and mended
lives and already, in 11 years, over 3,500 have been started
on the way to fresh hope.

Will you Help ?

HIS formidable task would be well-nigh impossible

without your help. Your donation to the British

Council for Rehabilitation would be most gratefully
received by the Chairman Lord Sempill, at:

TAVISTOCK HOUSE (SOUTH)

TAVISTOCK SQUARE, LONDON, W.C.1
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THE LONDON MYSTERY SELECTION

It might just as truly be said ‘““All mankind loves a mystery”. In a
scientific age many beliefs, pleasant and unpleasant, are shattered, but
some teasing ones remain without a completely satisfactory answer. Some
people prefer a reasonable explanation to their mysteries, and others are
ready to attribute them to forces and powers beyond man’s understanding.
One expedition to the Himalayas hoped to come back with the explana-
tion of the legend of the abominable snowman. While they did not prove
conclusively that the creature was a bear, they did not prove that it was an
abominable snowman either, so . . . “you pays your money and you takes
your choice”.

There are some people who prefer to ignore scientific evidence and
maintain that the world is flat. How else, they ask, do you explain the fact
that so many people disappear completely, never to be seen or heard of
again, if it is not because they have walked off the edge of the world?
LoNDON MYSTERY does not propose to enter into these controversies, but
whether you prefer to read stories in which apparently mysterious events
can be attributed to human agency or given an unusual but reasoned and
scientific explanation, or those in which supernatural forces play a part,
you should find something to please you in this selection.
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SHE STEPS OUT IN CONFIDENCE

This young lady is one of hundreds who have the B
blessing of a guide dog to bring new opportunities
of work and recreation.

While it costs the Association over £250 to train
a guide dog and the blind person, the latter for
his self-respect and independence is asked to
contribute NO MORE than he can reasonably
afford. We have three training centres and are <
planning to open a fourth.

PLEASE HELP US TO SUSTAIN AND INCREASE
THIS UNIQUE WORK FOR THE BLIND.

THE GUIDE DOGS FOR
THE BLIND ASSOCIATION

83/89 UXBRIDGE ROAD, EALING, W.5
Telephone: EALing 7001 (Registered in accordance with the National Assistance Act, 1948)

TRY, TRY, TRY AGAIN

“That saying about trying again,” said an Inspector of the N.S.P.C.C., “should be
our motto.” “Mind you,” he went on, “we do succeed, but it takes a bit of doingat
times. Take for instance that family I had under notice with four children, all under
ten years old. Mum was 46 and dad, who liked a drop to drink, was 74. When 1 first
went in their two-roomed flat was in a terrible state, which was not to be wondered at
for mum was in hospital, and dad just couldn’t cope. I got the youngest child into a day
nursery, and arranged for a home help to go in and do what she could.

“When mum came out of hospital I got her away for a holiday with the kids. Things
went well for a bit, especially after | managed, with the help of friends, to replace prac-
tically every bit of furniture they had. Then the place was burnt down and mum, com-
menting on her husband’s lack of interest in the catastrophe, said, ‘Just like b.... old
..... sitting in the pub. He’s like Nero drinking whilst Rome burns.” Well, once
again I got another lot of furniture for the family, and now they are in a new flat where
they are not doing too badly.”

ases like this —an actual case on the filesof the N.S.P.C.C. - are dealt with frequently
by the Society: for the scope of the Society's work is very much wider than cases of
cruelty or gross neglect. If the Society can do anything at any time to help children
whose welfare, happiness or future is in jeopardy, it will do so. This vital humanitarian
work depends on your subscription and support.

Please send your contributions to:-
The Director, N.S.P.C.C., Room M, Victory House, Leicester Sq., London, W.C.2,
The N.S.P.C.C. helped over 100,000 children last year.
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GOLAND
LEWIS JONES

Hlustrated by Jennifer Gordon

<k HE MAN'S HARD fin-
gers unlatched the
lighthouse door. His
seaboot heeled the
door open, and he
looked out into the
morning. Only the
churning sea, and the mainland like
a smouldering rag in the distance.

He kicked the door shut. “Where’s
the boat?”

His young wife Gavina sat quietly
at the scarred wooden table, knowing
she was not required to answer.

“Half an hour since, we should
have been off this damn rock. What'’s
the matter with them?” His tight fist
ground up and down the side of his
face, as if to plane away the rasping
hair of the black beard. “Half an
hour, and not in sight yet.”

Gavina said, “There’s to be a
storm.”

“Hah! You make it sound like one
of your prophecies.”

“It’s too rough for the boat.”

“They’ve come out before when it
was rough.”

“They won’t come till after the
storm.”

“There isn’t a storm.”

She ran a quick, nervous hand
across her yellow hair. “Shall I make
some tea?”

He booted one of the chairs so
that it rattled and writhed across the
stone floor. “Make some tea.”

Gavina got up, her palms smooth-
ing out the clean print dress he had
bought her when they married three
years ago. As she stooped to put a
match to the stove, she heard him
clump to the door again and fling it
open. The match blew out, and the
sweetness of salt air caught at her
nostrils. It had the sharpness of an
indrawn breath, as if the lighthouse
itself had drawn the air in through
clenched teeth. And it carried with it
another world. It brought the froth-
green smell of the prowling seawinds,
and the far booming of caves. In her
mind the colours of sea and sky ran
together, so that up and down had no
more meaning. Air-sacs budded in her
bones. It was then that she knew.

“Goland,” she whispered, “it’s
time.”

The door slammed shut, and she
stood up, flustered. The ringwalls of
stone held her bound again, and the
smell was of cold stone and oil and
brass polish. The man stood watching
her. She went to him on quick feet,
holding the burnt-out match between
finger and thumb as if it were still
alight. “Where’s Goland?”

His face softened into contempt.
“The boy? In the house.”

“No. You locked it. It's empty.”

“Outside then. Let him stay.”

“No. I should be with him.”

C‘why?9,

“I—he might—be afraid——"



“Of what?™

“You never know what might hap-
pen. He’s only a boy.”

“It’s three years since you brought
him here. He knows the places to
keep away from.”

“But he could slip, out there on
the rocks.”

“Let him learn. We all learn by
mistakes.”

“I have to look after him. He’s my
child.”

The man’s face tightened again.

“Yes. He’s yours.” He walked past
her to the stove and scooped up the
box of matches.

She looked at the dead match in
her fingers and gave a little apologetic

“If you want a thing done,” he
said, “do it yourself.” He rasped a
match-head into flame.

Caught between door and stove,
she looked from one to the other
and said anxiously, “I'll just get him
m"’

She hovered for a moment, waiting
for argument or refusal, but the
stooped back of his thick blue jersey
offered no indication. She dropped
the match carefully into the tobacco-
tin that served as an ashtray, and half-
ran to the door. The iron latch had
always been resentful to her fingers,
and now she piled her two thumbs
on to it and squeezed down with
both hands. The latch opened with an
impatient snap, and Gavina hauled
open the heavy wooden door.

Again the sea-tang, and the sadness
and excitement that went with it.
The wind had stiffened, and Gavina
took two steps outside, keeping one

hand on the doorpost for balance.
There was no one in sight.

She took a deep breath and
shouted, “Goland!” The wind took
the sound and drove it back down
her throat. She coughed, her head
bent down. She called again, “Go-
land!” The waves drowned the name
in thunder.

The man pushed her aside so un-
expectedly that she stumbled. He
waded into the wind till he was well
clear of the lighthouse, then stopped
and looked off to the right. The squat
house huddled close to the lighthouse
base. The door was padlocked. The
uncurtained windows showed the two
rooms inside, stripped of cloths,
sheets, all human comforts. The pad-
lock would never know a key again.
Beyond the house, the brief, sloping
plateau, meanly covered with crew-
cut turf, No boy.

The man turned to the left. The
two pinnacles that the sea had hun-
grily detached from the island over
the centuries. The tops chalkwhite
with the droppings of birds.

The man faced the lighthouse and
made his way round the base. When
he could view the seaward side he
stopped. Rocks were strewn down the
steep slope like bad teeth. This was
where the sea was closest to the
hundred-foot pencil of stone. And
this was the side that showed the
dangerous crack in the outer wall
The crack that had made the light-
house a hasbeen; the crack that was
responsible for the three of them
leaving for good.

This was the last day. Everything
packed. All ready to go when the
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boat came. The man’s eye followed
the fault in the stone, seeing the
places where it had crept in slow
hours, unsure, changing its course by
the inch. And the places where it had
leapt in a straight rift of ten feet and
more.

He picked up a length of driftwood
and smashed it against the lighthouse
base with a crack like a whip. From
the rockpools hidden by the boulders,
a cloud of gulls exploded in living
thistledown, their screams jangling
like harpsichord strings ripped by a
claw. From where they had been,
Goland’s head rose quickly into sight
as he stood upright. Man and boy
faced one another without movement,
the man backed by the stiff white
lighthouse with its crazing fault-
mark: the boy’s head set against the
ripple and run of the changing sea.
The man, his eyes still on the boy,

flung his haft of driftwood off to the
right, where it clattered against rock
and after a moment went with a slap-
thunk into the sea. He turned and
went back inside.

Only when he was out of sight did
the boy seem to come alive. The head
dipped, and bobbed again. His hands
were held tall and wide, as the bare
feet crisscrossed from stone to stone.
Arms seesawing, Goland tightrope-
walked up the slope. Over his head,
the gulls wove their white patterns on
the loom of the winds.

He sprang to the top of the slope
in one last leap, and stood for a
moment looking up at the birds. He
was tiny, even for his five years. And
the sloppy jersey did not hide the
hump behind his shoulders. The de-
formity was noticeable when he stood
still, but not when he was on the
move, his quick head and body giving



you no chance to assess the lines of
profile.

He ran lightly round the lighthouse
base. At the door, his mother waited
for him. She gathered him up and
carried him smiling inside. Leaning
back on the door to close it, she
spoke to him softly, rubbing her
cheek against his. “Goland, I have
something to tell you.”

The man whittled a piece of dead
wood with a bonehandled jack-knife.
Gavina looked about the circle of
floor, seeking some place where she
and Goland could sit alone. She
could have gone out to the house, but
it would have meant asking for the
key of the padlock, and explanations
and excuses.

A few wooden boxes lay scattered
about, with their clothes and some of
the kitchen things packed inside. She
picked her way among them and
came to the bottom of the steps lead-
ing to the lighthouse top. The steps
were of stone, and they spiralled up
the walls, with no banister or support
of any kind on the inner side away
from the wall.

Gavina looked up at the narrow-
ing tower, and then glanced towards
her husband. After a moment’s in-
decision, she began to mount the
steps, keeping close to the wall, so
that one shoulder grazed it all the
while. Her footsteps sounded different
from the way they did on the solid
floor. The man spoke without looking
up. “You know the rule I made.”

The footsteps halted. “It’s the last
day,” said Gavina.

“You know the rule.”

“It’s only once.”

10

“Break a rule once, it’s broken.”
“He’s never been up there. Never.”
The man offered no reply.

“He may never get the chance
again. It’s not everybody that does.
Not even once in a lifetime. Unless
they’ve lived in a lighthouse, like we
have.”

“I said no.”

“Is it the glass and things you’re
afraid of?”

No reply.

“He won’t harm them. I’ll vouch
for that.”

5‘N0.!’

“I'll carry him. All the way. Up
and down. And all the time. He won’t
touch a thing.”

Again no reply.

“When we’ve gone from here,
there’ll be new people. School for
him. You know what children are.
When they know he’s come from a
lighthouse, it’s one of the first things
they’ll ask him—‘What'’s it like from
the top?’ If he doesn’t know they
won't believe him. They’ll think he
made it all up. What will he say?”

She could have bitten out her ton-
gue. The words were out before she
could stop them. She knew what
she’d have to face now, and she flat-
tened against the wall, clutching the
child and waiting.

“Say?” said the man, turning to
face her. “Say? He’ll say nothing.
You bring me a dumb child for a
dowry and ask me what he’ll say?
Look at him. Apart from what any-
body can see with one eye, the kid’s
a mute. What’s he now, five? If they
don’t talk before now, they never talk.
There’s one thing you needn’t worry



about all your life long, and that’s
what he’s ever going to say. He'’s a
dumb hunchback. A dummy with a
hump——"

A slow scream was rising. Gavina
thought it was in her head. Then she
recognized it, and came down the
few steps and across the floor. She
swung the whistling kettle off the
stove and the screaming stopped.

By late afternoon the boat had still
not come. The sea had been whipped
into foam, and the casual suck and
slap of the water between the island
and the pinnacles had become an
angry drumming. A violet storm-
flush had tinted the sky; the big
thunderclouds were being rolled for-
ward for battle. Daylight was falter-
ing hours before its time, and Gavina
was lighting oil lamps.

Since morning, the three of them
had sat with hardly a word spoken.
There were occasional drinks of tea
from big enamel mugs. There had
been cheese and bread and the last
of the pickles. But not a proper meal.
Goland had skipped and played with
quick, birdlike movements, while the
man made it a point not to see him.

Gavina had tried to be useful; and
her husband had gone to the door so
often that it had become no more
than a habit. Now she was weary of
the waiting and the watching.

“We're going to be here all night,”
she said. “I'd better put the sheets
back on the beds.”

She waited for him to give her the
key to the padlock on the house door.
He looked as if he were searching for
a reason for refusing, and not finding
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one. He reached into his pocket and
brought out the key. She took it and
went out to the house.

The boy was still and watchful, as
he always was when only the man
was with him. The man too caught
the uneasy quiet. Hs fidgeted a while,
then stamped up the steps to the top
of the lighthouse.

The boy sat quiet. Suddenly he
turned his head. Into the still room,
a star-distant bird-call had fluttered
like a blown leaf. Goland sprang to
the small, square window set in the
lighthouse wall, and pressed his face
against it. He looked out on his
Island of Gulls.

His eyes followed them as they
banked high against the storm-clouds,
and coasted along high shores. One
hung without motion, letting the
world turn beneath. One stayed
poised, dropping and lifting on the
end of a spider-thread. Another
slipped sideways down unseen
glaciers of air; checked, tilted and
slid again.

They floated down sky-rivers that
wound among the mountains of the
wind. The gulls were ribbons of white
paper. Tatters of wedding veil
Streaming silver silks. A burst of
feather-confetti. Splashes of milk
running and trickling on the clouded
skylight. Nougats floating in rain.

And then—making you catch your
breath in delight—one that sailed
slowly alongside the window, almost
touching the glass, like a dreaming
shark in an aquarium. The brown eye
quiet and secret: a cinder set in
SNOw.

The door opened wide and Gavina



came in on the seawind. She saw the
flicker of white before the window
became bare again, and she stood still
while her dress flapped and her hair
blew into a halo of yellow butterflies.
Goland watched her turn and fight
the door shut. She looked quickly
round the empty room and up to the
lighthouse top, and then went across
and knelt in front of the boy.

“Goland.”

He looked into her face, searching
and trusting. She took both of his
hands and held them to her mouth;
then placed his fingers to her temples,
so that his palms blinkered her, and
left a private corridor between their
eyes.

“Goland. Today—today is special.
You've lived here nearly all your life.
Do you remember anything before—
before I brought you here?”

He shook his head.

“You've played here as a child.
You understand that, don’t you? Till
now, you've been like other children.
But you’ve never been off the island.
You love it here, don’t you?”

A nod.

“Goland. From today—it can never
be the same again. Not ever. I want
you to know that, and not be afraid
of it. You’re not like other children,
Goland. Do you know that? There
are so many children in all the world.
More than you could ever guess. And
you’re not like them, Goland. You're
very, very different. From today,
you’ll know that. But you mustn’t be
afraid. You mustn’t be afraid. There’s
something you have to know——"

“What does he have to know?”
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The man’s voice crackled like razor-
shells dragged by the tide.

He came down the last few steps,
then across the floor, walking loose
and catlike, in spite of the big sea-
boots. Gavina was on her feet in an
instant, bracing the boy’s shoulders
against her. Outside the rain had
come, thrashing the lighthouse with
water-whips.

“It’s between us,” she said.

“Between you? The two of you
have been hole-and-cornering since
I brought you here. Whisper and
laugh among the rocks like a court-
ing couple. Has he ever come to me?
Even once?”

“I understand him.”

“He knows a soft mark.”

“Is it so strange for a child to come
to his mother?”

“Don’t forget where I found you.
Beachcombing. With a kid of two.
No home. I don’t know where you
came from and I haven’t asked. Don't
forget that I took you in. Both of you.
1didn’t need you.”

“You needed a wife.”

“Don’t talk as if you were doing
the favour.”

“You said you needed a wife. That’s
all I meant.”

“And this one”—he pointed down
at the boy—“hardly a hand’s turn
since he came.”

“He’s always done what he could.”

“Which isn’t much.”

“He’s five. And he’s not strong.”

“That much I can’t argue with.
And not a word out of him. There’s
been times when I've wondered about
that.”

“Wondered?”

»



“About not talking. He could be
having me on. Who's to know he
doesn'’t prattle to you when my back’s
turned, and shuts up like an oyster
when I'm about?”

He dropped sharply on one knee
and thrust his face into the boy’s. “Is
it a game, boy? Is that it? Is it just
me you don’t have words for? Would
leather across your back change your
mind? Would that be the end of the
game?”

A water mountain hurled its green
shoulder against the seaward wall,
and the lighthouse jarred as if some
underground titan had adjusted the
foundations with a clumsy hand.

Gavina snatched the boy into her
arms. The man rose and grasped her
shoulder. “I won’t have you take him
when I'm talking to him. Put him
down.” She looked into the boy’s eyes
as if for a sign, then slowly set him
down.

The man dropped on one knee
again and grinned at the boy. He
reached out and took the boy’s hands.
He opened them and pressed the soft
palms against the sides of his bearded
face. “Nice, eh?” Keeping the hands
in place, he opened and closed his
jaws. As the spiky bristles moved
against the flesh, the boy flinched and
tried to pull away, but the man pressed
harder, grinning.

“Want to talk to me yet? Got some
words for me?” The man’s knuckles
tightened, and the boy’s mouth began
working open and shut, with paling
lips. “That’s right. Say something.
Come on.”

The woman'’s voice broke in like a
gentle wave, “Let him go. He can’t

speak. I'll tell you. Then you’ll under-
stand.”

The man looked up at her, bright-
eyed, then shut her out of his atten-
tion and looked back at the boy.
“We’re nearly there, aren’t we? Come
on. It’s coming, isn’t it? What are you
going to tell me?”

By now his thick hands were
bunching the boy’s knuckles, buckling
the fingers into an ugly tangle. Go-
land’s hunched body was twisting in
pain.

Gavina’s flat hand smashed down
on the table top as she shouted “No!”
The sound caught the man unawares,
and in the moment that his mind
assessed it, the boy pulled free.

The sea struck like a gun shot, and
rivers ran down the outside walls.

Gavina swept the boy to the stone
steps and pointed up. “Go to the
top.”

The man paused in the act of ris-
ing, caught by the sound of command
that he’d never heard before. The boy
stood open-mouthed.

“Go,” she said, her voice like a
storm-bell. “When you get there,
you’ll know why. Now!” Goland
turned and skipped up the steps.

The man suddenly found his voice
again. “Boy!” The boy halted, look-
ing down. “Back here” The man
pointed to the floor.

Gavina spun round and looked
straight at the boy without speaking;
he went on up, running. The man
loped across the floor, the cords in his
neck as taut as wire. Water exploded
again, and suddenly there was a
trickle drooling down the inside of
the seaward wall like saliva.

13



The boy faltered and went on. The
man stared at the water, the breath
sucking between his teeth. Then he
broke into a run and pushed Gavina
so as to get past her. She was firmly
braced on the third step, and he mis-
judged the effort. He tipped off-
balance in mid-stride, and caught the
inside of his right knee on the edge of
the step. The stone corner ripped the
trouser-cloth and bared the skin,
leaving a deep scratch that instantly
oozed into blood beads.

Gavina stooped and stretched out
a hand in quick sorrow. He clawed
at the wrist and wrenched sideways
with all his force. As she toppled past
him, he heard the reflex gasp from
her shocked lungs. Both her feet were
snagged by his bent knee, and her
free arm had no time to buffer the
fall.

As he bounded up the steps, he had
a blurred impression of her head
bouncing on the big wooden pack-
ing case. He stopped and spun round,
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in time to see the head crunch on
the stone floor, the yellow hair
tumbling over her face. He made a
move to go on up. then turned and
came back. His two hands pushed
aside the hair as if he were drawing
back curtains.

The wide eyes were wide open and
still. He was feeling for the wrist-
beat when something about the eyes
caught his attention. There was no
movement, but something in them
stirred.

He bent close to her face, and saw
in both pupils an identical white fleck,
like a flower bud. Far down, deep in
the pupil-pools, were twin images of
the boy’s face. The two tiny mouths
blossomed open, and the long scream
poured down on the man like an ice-
fall.

He looked straight up, and there,
a hundred feet above him, was the
boy looking down. At that distance,
the face seemed to show no emotion;
only the open mouth screaming like
a seabird.

Smash went the sea against the
wall. Smash.

A diagonal rift leapt across the
wall about half way up, and water
cascaded in. For the first time, the
sounds of the storm slammed their
way inside. Rain slashed and clawed
at the walls. From the pinnacles came
the singing of the storm winds as they
flung themselves through narrow
channels and streamed through
crevasses. And behind it all was the
sea. Pounding the black rocks. Fell-
ing the weakened columns like stone
trees. Shattering and destroying.

The lighthouse floor was awash,

and Gavina's head was being rolled
from side to side as if it had no con-
nection with the shoulders. The man
splashed across to the steps and
looked at his only witness. The boy’s
head drew back, and the man sprang
up three steps at a time.

The boy’s numbed fingers scrab-
bled at the door that opened on the
catwalk round the lighthouse top. The
old wooden doorknob was loose in
its socket. He clamped the knob tight
in both hands and felt it shift idly,
like a head on a broken neck. He held
his breath and twisted, first to the
right, then to the left. There was no
answering movement from the door
catch.

The sea clouted the lighthouse with
thousand-gallon fists, and Goland felt
the world juddering beneath him.

It was then that he saw the big
black key sticking out of the door an
inch or two above his head. With left
hand on top of the iron ring and
right hand on the bottom, he ground
the key round and heard the metallic
clack in the thickness of the wood.

As he grabbed at the doorknob,
the man’s hand lunged at him from
his left, and heavy-nailed fingers
gouged at his jersey. Twisting away
to the right, Goland felt the door-
knob turn in his hands, and the door”
was battered wide open by the wind.
The door edge struck the man’s arm
and tore away his grip. The boy felt
the whoosh of cold air stream along
his back as the thick wool jersey
ripped open.

The man stumbled, and smashed
into the silvered mirrors. Shards of
glass slithered across the iron grille
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floor of the lamp room, and careened
down the length of the lighthouse in
a jagged waterfall. Goland sprang out
on to the catwalk and looked up at
the sky.

Gulls. Silver swallows of the sea,
keening at their sky wake. They
swooped past him, screaming and
urging.

The boy shut his eyes against the
sting of the spray, and for an instant
he saw the fardown sparkle of a
summer sea, and felt the ache of the

young bird to fling itself off the rock
shelf and plunge into maturity. The
sea’s artillery boomed and cracked,
and the lighthouse staggered, and be-
gan to buckle, slowly, regretfully.

Goland dived out into space.

As the man lurched at the tilting
door, his wide eyes saw the boy’s
hump shift and rustle, and his
shoulders burst into wings. Goland
breasted the wind and made for the
open sea. He was going home.
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VENGEANCE IS MINE
GRAHAM DALE

E HAD BEEN search-
;7 ing for Logan for
over a year now
and finally, after
many disappoint-
ments, knew exact-
ly where to find
him. The moment he set eyes on him
he would shoot him dead. No matter
where or when, he would empty the
gun into Logan’s belly, and if that
didn’t kill him he’d beat his head to
pulp with the empty gun and strangle
him on top of that if need be.

To him Logan was little more than
a stranger. In fact, he had only seen
him twice, and both times indis-
tinctly at that. Whatever the conse-
quences following this killing should
be he was prepared to suffer them.
No, not prepared, he told himself, as
he sat in a small café on Main Street,
just uninterested. He had been in this
café several times during the past
week. As a matter of fact, it was here
in this café he'd accidentally dis-
covered the present whereabouts of
Steve Logan. And in a few minutes
he would finish his coffee, walk out of
the door, across the street, into the
apartment block opposite, take the
elevator to the eleventh floor, and
then in Room 112 he would slay, yes,
slay, he thought, much more appro-
priate for the occasion than kill.
Much more appropriate, he chuckled
to himself quietly.

A man sat down at the opposite
side of the table, and as he drew up
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his chair smiled affably. I wonder if
he'd smile if he knew what I was
thinking, he thought; six to four he'd
bolt like a jack-rabbit.

He finished his coffee, left a quarter
beside the empty cup and headed to-
wards the door. Through the glass
door he could see the rain falling
heavily, beading the door and the
large plate-glass window of the café.
The street lights made the wet road
shine and passing cars threw up the
rain in sprays from their wheels. It
was a cold night. Once outside, he
stood in the café doorway for a few
moments, lit a cigarette and pulled up
the collar of his top-coat. He was
bare-headed and water dropped on to
his forehead from over the doorway.
Shuddering, he crossed the street.
When he reached the other side he
looked at his watch. It was a little
after nine o’clock.

He rode up alone in the elevator to
the eleventh floor, walked along the
corridor and stopped outside Room
112. He stood outside the door for a
minute or so and felt the cold steel of
the gun inside the pocket of his top-
coat. Inside the room he could hear
someone talking. Evidently there was
more than one person there. But how
many he could not tell by listening
through the door. What difference
does it make how many people are in
the room, he thought. Besides, I can’t
take the chance of letting him get
away this time.

Gripping the gun more firmly now



inside his pocket he slowly drew it
out, unclicked the safety catch and
booted the door open with a tremen-
dous kick from his right foot.

Logan was over by the window. He
turned quickly, startled.

“What the hell!” he cried, reaching
for the gun in the shoulder-holster he
wore.

“Drop it, Logan. Careful now. No
tricks.”

“Stop that bangin’, will yer,” a
woman’s voice rang out from the
other room of the small two-roomed
apartment.

“Shut yer trap,” Logan called to
her. “An’ come on in here.” He
dropped the gun on the floor.

The man holding the gun on Logan
cautiously closed the door behind
him. The other door opened and the
woman came in. Apparently she had
been taking a shower. All she wore
was a bath-towel around her middle.

“Hey, what’s the big idea . . .”
When she saw the gun she gasped and
stopped abruptly.

“Shut up. Sit down here,” the man
with the gun said, indicating a chair
close to him. She sat quickly; a blonde
in her early thirties; tall, slim, good-
looking and very tanned.

She eased herself into the chair
rather dexterously, he thought, for a
girl wearing only a bath-towel.

“Who the hell are you? What do
you want?” Logan snapped.

“The name’s Lawrence. John Law-
rence, Chicago.”

“So?” Logan inquired. “I ain’t
been in Chicago in over a year.” He
eyed the slender-built young man
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with the falling, tousled, light hair
scrutinizingly.

John Lawrence had, until now, in-
tended killing Logan on sight. But,
never having killed anyone before, he
was now a little hesitant. He had to
make sure that Logan was the right
man. It was evident that Logan was
nothing more than a cheap, petty
hood.

He tried exceedingly hard to
remember the man he had seen on
those two occasions. The build was
undoubtedly the same; thick, heavy
set, and rather taller than anticipated
from any distance. The hair was dark.
This must be the man, he thought.
And the name. Still, he realized, there
must be hundreds of Steve Logans in
the United States. Maybe that wasn’t
even his real name. I must be sure, he
thought gravely. I must be sure of my
man.

“Still
Logan?”

“Wise guy, hey?” Logan sneered,
looking down at the gun on the floor.

“Don’t try it, punk.” The man with
the gun over-emphasized the word
“punk”. Exasperated, Logan yelled
spit and words together.

“Listen, bud,” he threatened. “No-
body calls me a punk, see. Nobody.
So I needed a couple of bucks badly
at one time.

“So I busted open some gas-meter.
So what? What’s it to you, anyway?
You gonna shoot me first for takin’
five bucks out from some rotten old
gas-met——"

Suddenly there was a loud bang.
A 45 slug tore open the white shirt
across Logan’s chest. Two more fol-

bustin® up gas-meters,



lowed almost simultaneously. Blood
oozed out of the jagged, newly-
acquired holes in the white undulat-
ing silken material. Logan coughed,
spat blood, his knees buckled. The
look on his face was that of a man
who could not believe that this was
actually happening to him.

The floor came up revolving night-
marishly and slapped him hard, full
in the face. He tried desperately, fran-
tically, to wake up, until the night-
mare subsided and he lay dead in a
pool of blood which the carpet had
already begun to absorb.

Shoving the gun back inside his

pocket, John Lawrence turned
slightly to where the blonde sat rigid,
stupefied.

The shots, so sudden and un-
expected, had brought from her,
seconds before, only a short, sharp
shriek. Now she looked him in the
face nervously, apprehensively.

“You his wife?” he asked quietly.

“No.” Her voice was weak,
tremulous.

“Get dressed. And beat it.”

Her face lit up. In two minutes flat
he was alone in the apartment. He
could hear people outside in the hall.
Someone knocked on the door; prob-
ably the hotel manager. He visualized

a perky, bald-headed little man tap-
ping apprehensively on the door.

He picked up the ’phone and
dialled.

“Police Department? Better come
over here,” he said composedly. “I
just killed a guy. Jefferson apart-
ments. That’s right. Main Street.”

* * *

As customary in all police stations,
delinquents on entry are searched and
relieved of their possessions. Among
many odds and ends taken from John
Lawrence, one such article was a
small newspaper clipping dated back
a little over a year.

It read:

“Early this morning neighbours
found Mrs. Julie Lawrence and her
ten-month-old baby daughter Julie
Bernadette dead in bed in their gas-
filled apartment. Police are trying to
trace the occupier of the apartment
below, registered as a Mr. S. Logan,
where a gas-meter was found to be
ransacked. Owing to the damage to
the gas-meter, a pipe leading to the
above apartment, on examination,
was found to be fractured, thus
causing the leak. Mr. John Lawrence
escaped with his life due to the fact
that he was out on night work.”




MAGNIFICAT
JOAN FORMAN

llustrated by Woodward

GBHERE WAS SILENCE
on the moor—grey
silence. The grey-
ness swirled round
“and round in damp
swathes, shutting off
the sky. Mist and
silence drifted in together—mist like
a tenuous ghost rose in the bracken
and slipped insidious white arms
around the rocks. Hard lines of rock
and boulder were softened and their
outlines smoothed away into nothing,
sucked into the mist and disinte-
grated. Mist lay on the heather, gem-
ming its bells with silver. Sheep and
the moorland birds were tenderly

wrapped round by the glistening
blanket, and their cries fell into the
silence and were lost. The whiteness
grew; it oozed from the rock crevices
in waving scarves, and rose from the
ground, enveloping and sinuous.
The man and woman stood still,
listening. There was no sound in the
mist; stream, sheep, birds, wind—the
creatures of sound had dissolved
away: there was nothing real save
the ground on which they stood. The
girl plucked at her jumper with cold,
stiff fingers; her hair hung wet and
limp by her face and her mouth
turned down at the corners. The mist
condensed in little beads on eyebrows



and lashes, and her face was filmed
with moisture. She turned to the man
at her side.

“It’s getting worse, Martin,” she
said, and her voice wavered a little.

He nodded and frowned. He stood
quite still, hands thrust in trouser
pockets, thin, soaked shirt clinging
to his shoulders. He thrust his head
forward, peering into the mist, as
though by an effort of will his eyes
could penetrate the drifting curtain.
The girl at his side moved suddenly,
and bent to ease the shoe from her
blistered foot; she straightened
slowly, for every muscle in her body
was stiff and aching with the cold.
She slipped her fingers timidly
through the man’s arm, and moved
closer to him.

He did not look at her, but kept his
eyes averted, searching the baffling
opacity which surrounded them. His
body, which had been warm and
glowing with the exertion of their
climb, began to feel damp and chilled
now, and he shook himself suddenly
in an attempt to discard the apathy
which was stealing over him. He had
a sudden clear mental vision of their
being found by some shepherd, lying
stiff and frozen in grotesque attitudes
on the wet hillside, when the mist had
cleared, and he shuddered involun-
tarily. He wiped the picture from his
mind, and looked down at the girl
beside him; she was watching him
anxiously, and a little nerve in her
cheek twitched.

“If we bear right,” he said, “We
should reach Blue Ghyll Tarn.”

His voice was steady, but carried
no conviction. Blue Ghyll Tarn. The
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name was as remote as Avalon or the
Islands of the Blest—nothing in this
drifting white world could ever be
blue—nothing could have any shape;
all was formless, white and moving
—shifting and inconstant; tenuous
and clinging.

They began to move forward
again, hand in hand, stumbling inte
unseen obstructions, now ankle-deep
in bog, nowslithering over rocks. Now
and again a bramble flung out a
strangling arm, and clutched at the
girl’s skirt with a hooked black claw,
ripping her legs: each time, she
paused to detach the tentacle before
forcing her aching limbs into fresh
movement.

The stiffness began to creep up her
spine, and a cold sickness had settled
in the pit of her stomach. It seemed
to her that the moor and mist were
full of a gigantic evil spirit, watching
them stumble in ever-narrowing
circles until they died; she imagined
a goat-footed creature sitting on a
mist-hidden rock, and grinning with
sardonic amusement at their helpless-
ness. The sickness surged through her
suddenly, and her knees began to give
way beneath her. She clutched at the
man’s arm for support.

“I can’t go any farther, Martin,”
she said, and her voice rose high and
hysterical into the mufiling silence.

His arm went round her, and they
paused, standing close together,
trembling with cold. His face was
drawn and grey, and when his voice
came, it sounded unreal and faint.

“We can’t stay here, Jane—we must
go on until we find an outcrop of
rock: we can’t stay in the open . .."”



the words died away, leaving the sen-
tence suspended in the saturated air.
His mind completed it, and he forced
his limbs into movement to banish
the thought, pulling the girl with him
in the circle of his arm. Her feet
stumbled helplessly against the
tangled heather roots, and again and
again only his supporting arm saved
her from falling amongst the wet
bracken.

They blundered on for what
seemed like hours, cold and aching,
and with no purpose save to maintain
the circulation in their chilled bodies.
The mist grew denser, and the air
more cruelly cold. They were now
too frozen and exhausted to be aware
of what they did, and stumbled on
automatically, tearing flesh on hid-
den briars, bruising shins on invisible
rocks, forced on only by the instinct
to preserve life, to keep moving as
long as they could.

They had reached what was appar-
ently a slight decline in the ground,
and the man was half-supporting,
half-carrying his exhausted com-
panion forward down the slope, when
suddenly the girl cried out.

“What is it? For God’s sake, what
is it?” his voice cut sharply through
the mist.

“There’s something in front of
me,” the girl said. Her voice caught
in her throat, and she began to weep
unexpectedly. Her words came thick
and muffled with sobs. “Something
hard . .. I can feel it. Oh, God! We're
going to die . . . I know we're going
to die.” She began to whimper, and
the tears rolled uncontrollably down
her cheeks on to her soaked jumper.
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Her face worked miserably, and she
stood quite still, like a small child,
twisting her handkerchief round and
round in her hands, crying.

Martin looked at her and opened
his mouth as though to speak, but
there was nothing he could say, and
he turned away. His thoughts echoed
her words. Going to die. He put out
his hand absently towards the obstacle
which stood in their path, and his
fingers encountered a tapered piece
of wood, fixed upright in the ground,
and with a bent staple in the side;
attached to it were other pieces of
wood of similar size and height. His
throat contracted suddenly, and his
voice when it came, was husky.

“It's a fence, Jane. A wooden
fence!”

She didn’t seem to hear, but stared
ahead of her into the greyness, eyes
blurred with tears, and twisting her
crumpled handkerchief in her fingers.
A tear trickled over her mouth and
she brushed it away mechanically
with a wet hand: she sobbed convul-
sively, then was silent again.

Martin shook her arm in his excite-
ment, irritated that she had not
grasped the great significance of his
discovery.

“Don’t you see?” he ejaculated,
“It’s a fence—a garden fence—there
must be a house here!”

The word “house” penetrated
Jane’s consciousness, and she blinked
back the fresh tears which had risen
at his tone.

“A house?” she said. And a sud-
den warm vision swam before her
eyes, compounded of all the houses
she had known—a warm fire with



yeliow flames trailing up the chim-
ney, gleaming silver and polished
wood, cups of steaming cocoa, hot
buttered toast and the smell of logs
burning; a soft bed with a green silk
eiderdown. Her heart lifted a little,
and her mouth turned up at the
corners: then she sighed.

“There may not be any house,” she
said.

Martin shook his head impatiently,
but made no reply. He took hold of
her elbow, and propelled her along in
front of him, feeling along the fence
with his free hand. Presently, his fin-
gers touched the metal hinge of a
gate, and after he had fumbled along
the rough wood for a catch, the gate
finally swung away from them with
a creak. They hesitated for a mo-
ment, before walking through, each
feeling that the fence might cordon
off a cliff top, and the gate lead to a
precipice. Martin moved forward,
pulling Jane after him by the hand.
He counted his steps, carefully, ridi-
culously . . . two, three, four, five . ..
his foot struck something solid, and
a small squat shape loomed up at
him out of the mist; he ran his fingers
across the top of it, then laughed in
relief; it was a sundial. So they were
in a garden. Twice they stumbled
over low stunted bushes, and once a
tree branch brushed Jane’s hair,
causing her to jump backward with
a little cry. Then, quite suddenly, they
stood before a door. It was a dark
brown shiny door, with a bright brass
knocker, in the shape of an owl. The
bird stared out at them with round
metal eyes; it seemed to change its
shape as they watched it, but it was
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only the mist filtering across the
brazen surface.

Martin raised his hand to knock,
then hesitated with his hand poised
over the knocker. There was a strange
stillness about the house, almost an
unearthly stillness—even the mist
couldn’t quite account for the atmo-
sphere of concentrated quiet which
emanated from the place. Jane
sneezed suddenly behind him, and
he shook off the foreboding. He
raised his hand and rapped smartly
with the owl knocker: the metal felt
clammy to his touch. They waited. For
a while there was silence, broken only
by the stealthy drip of water from
the house eaves, and their own lab-
oured breathing. Then presently a
footstep sounded on the other side
of the door. Their eyes swung to the
turning handle; then the door opened
inwards, and a tall dark woman stood
regarding them.

Martin drew in his breath slowly.
For a moment, he forgot he was
standing in the mist, and was cold
and soaked to the skin: there was an
impression of warmth about the
woman before him which drove such
considerations from the mind. She
was tall and beautifully built, the
head being well set upon her
shoulders, and with neat hands and
feet. The face was tapered, with high
cheek bones beneath large dark eyes,
and the pallor of the skin was offset
by a thick coronet of black hair
coiled round her head. So much he
observed before she spoke.

Then, “You are lost,” she said, and
the voice was deeper and more cul-
tured than Martin had expected.



There was no question in her tone;
she had made a statement of fact, as
though she had been waiting, and
their coming was no surprise to her.
She opened the door wider, and they
saw the glow from a fire reflected in
polished brass and gleaming wood.
She waved them inside.

“Come in,” she said, and the tone
was calm and matter-of-fact, with no
special welcome or solicitude in it.
Jane glanced a little apprehensively
at Martin, but he was staring around
him at the tiny panelled hall, with
its brass warming pan hanging against
the stairhead, and its Indian rugs,
pale and delicate on the dark floor.
His head felt light, as though it were
full of mist, which the unexpected
warmth of the house were turning to
steam. He felt as though he had
stepped from one dream into another;
this world of warmth and elegance
seemed equally as unreal as the mov-
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ing world of mist outside. He made
an effort to pull himself together.

“My sister is very tired,” he said,
and his voice sounded flat and colour-
less in the quiet house. Jane laughed
a little nervously, but was glad of
the opportunity to speak.

“I thought we should die out
there,” she said. “I thought no one
would ever find us.” Her breath
caught a little, and suddenly she
didn’t know where to look.

The woman turned and looked at
Jane, unsmiling. It was a quiet, pene-
trating gaze, which pierced the chilled
surface to the creature underneath.
She did not speak. Jane felt as though
her true value were being calculated,
her faults and virtues assessed and
measured against each other; she felt
for a moment, like a small creature
under a microscope; then the woman
glanced away.

“You may stay until the mist lifts,”



she said. She turned, with a curious
graceful movement and walked ahead
of them towards a flight of stairs. “I
will show you your rooms,” she said,
throwing the words down to them
over her shoulder, without looking at
them. They followed meekly; the
cold and dampness had already re-
asserted its presence in their bodies,
and for the time being the only
thought in their minds was the need
for warmth and dryness. Their hostess
paused on a small carpeted landing,
and indicated two doors on her right.
“You will find dry clothes in there,”
she said. “There will be supper down-
stairs when you are ready.” And she
turned away, without looking at
them, as though her business with
them were finished.

Martin opened his mouth to thank
her, but the words died in his throat,
for she was already half-way down
the stairs, and there was something
about the atmosphere of the house
and its owner, which discouraged
platitudinous conversation. He gazed
after her, until presently they heard
the soft click of the downstairs door,
and he turned to Jane.

“Thank God we found this place,”
he said. She nodded, but without
conviction, and the uneasiness she
had felt when they first entered the
house prickled restlessly at the back
of her mind. She stood for a moment
staring at the nearest door knob un-
seeingly. There was some mystery
which she could not fathom. (She
heard Martin open his door.) There
was something strange—inexplicable;
her mind fumbled amongst its doubts
to find the source. Then suddenly she
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knew: the clothes; why had she said
there would be dry clothes? Had she
expected them? How did she know?
She lifted her head quickly. “Martin
.. .” she said. But Martin had gone
into his room, and from behind the
closed door, she heard him whistling
“The Kerry Dance”, spasmodically
and out of tune. She shook her head,
and turning the handle of her door,
went inside.

*

In the downstairs room, the fire-
light cast strange shadows on the
cream walls, and drew a red glow
from the bricks of the old fireplace.
The floor was dark and highly
polished, and an amber reflection
from the flames slid along its smooth
surface; two or three Indian rugs lay
on the floor, their rose and cream
softnessdarklyislanded. A deep-armed
easy chair stood by the fireplace, cov-
ered in rose-pink cretonne, and cur-
tains of similar material were drawn
close across the room’s one window;
an old dresser, black and solid, filled
one wall, and an assortment of china
relieved its dullness. Cups of china-
blue, white-spotted Cornish pottery
hung suspended from nails, and their
companion saucers were propped
against the dresser back; a blue Spode
jug swung beside an old lustre tan-
kard, and a squat Toby jug leered
derisively into the room.

The centre of the room was
occupied by a thick oak table, its
sturdy legs carved in a design of lotus
leaves and eagle’s claws. Its black
surface was hidden now by a spotless
damask cloth, which in turn bore
plates and dishes of cold ham, veget-

* *



able salad, bread and butter, pastries
and honey cakes. The room was filled
with firelight, and warm comfort. The
inanimate objects glowed rosily in
the firelight, and everything was sub-
dued and quiet with waiting. A fat
little clock ticked contentedly on the
mantelpiece, and on the wall above it
hung a beautiful reproduction of a
Raphael Madonna, surrounded by
clustering cherubs. The shadows rose
and fell, sliding up the wall and
falling away, long grey fingers clutch-
ing at the ceiling. The Madonna’s
pale cheek was flushed with firelight;
the clock ticked steadily.

Presently, a door on the right
opened, and the owner of the house
stood in the doorway. She had a
silver teapot in her right hand, but
she stood, forgetful of it, gazing into
the room. She smiled a little, and the
caress embraced the little room ten-
derly. Her eyes travelled from the
walls to the curtains, and from the
curtains to the dresser; she marked
the gleam on the lustre jug and the
glow in the pottery; then down to
the pale rugs and the rough old fire-
place, and finally her eyes swung to
the picture above the clock. There she
paused and a little quivering sigh ran
through her. She put down the teapot
on the table and walked with her
slow, graceful movement to the
hearth.

She stood for a long time, hands
by her sides, shoulders relaxed,
head thrown back, gazing at the pic-
ture. The gold and blues were
softened in the firelight, and the
Madonna’s lips curved in a tender
smile above the child in her arms. For
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a long time, the woman gazed, as
though she would absorb the beauty
by concentration. Then she sighed.
“You are very lovely,” she said
softly, and the words seemed to break
into several smaller melodies, blend-
ing with the quiet of the room. For
a few moments, peace lay in the air,
as the mist lay on the hills outside,
then a bedroom door banged upstairs,
and a little tremor ran through the
stillness. The woman half-turned from
her picture and frowned, one foot
impatiently tapping the fireplace.
She stood, listening; she and the
stillness of the room were one, only
her senses reached out to the out-
siders, now descending her stairs.
She heard their muttered voices
as they crosed the hall, the
man’s lazy and kindly, the girl’s
sharp and unsure. Then the voices
stopped outside the door; there was
silence, and she guessed that they
were hesitating with a hand on the
door knob. She waited, still and
withdrawn. And then the handle of
the door turned, and they came in.
They gazed round them, half un-
sure what to do or say next. The girl
fidgeted with her belt, then looked
anxiously at her nails, and finally put
her hands behind her: she stood first
on one foot then on the other, and
looked anywhere but at her hostess.
The man had looked curiously at the
china, the rugs and the furniture,
then had strode across to the mantel-
piece, and now was standing, hands
in pockets, feet apart, gazing at the
Raphael Madonna. He whistled
softly, irritatingly, under his breath.
The woman had withdrawn into her-



self until she felt hard and contrac-
ted, striving to preserve inside herself
the tranquillity which these people
had shattered.

As she poured out the tea,
she watched the man out of the
corner of her eye, without appearing
to do so. She wished he would move
from the mantelpiece—wished he
wouldn’t gaze so insistently at the
picture—wished he wouldn’t whistle
under his breath. The girl was sitting
on a wicker stool, and looking at her
finger nails again. The room was
silent, with that sharp silence which
makes for discomfort. Then the man
turned away from the picture, and
studied the toe of his shoe. He began
to speak softly, trying to express
some thanks for the hospitality they
had received—for his hostess’s kind-
ness. She cut him short. “That’s all
right. You had better have something
to eat.”

They sat down to an uncom-
fortable meal. The food was good
and beautifully cooked. Martin and
Jane had not realized the extent of
their hunger until they had seen the
ham and the honey buns. Martin
tried to break the silence which hov-
ered over the table. He complimented
his hostess upon her cooking, and
she looked at him with wide brown
eyes; a little smile hovered round
her lips but she said nothing. He told
her the story of their climb, how they
had set out from Longmoor that
morning, intending to walk to Pend-
rath Falls, and how the mist had
fallen and they had become com-
pletely lost. The woman nodded, but
said nothing. Jane felt that she knew
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all about them already. Jane watched
her surreptitiously.

The face was quiet and aloof,
and in repose had a dreamy quality
which lent it surprising beauty. Once
the woman looked up suddenly, and
met Jane's gaze, her eyes expression-
less and remote. Jane looked away,
and then examined her finger nails
nervously. Martin was asking about
the house. Where were they exactly?
How far from Longmoor? How near
to Pendrath Falls? The woman
looked at him strangely, and she
paused in her clearing away. She
gave no answer to his question.

“The mist will clear in three days,”
she said quietly, “then I will show
you the way to Longmoor,” and
she went out of the room closing the
door softly behind her.

Jane looked at Martin, consterna-
tion in her face. “I wish we could
g0,” she said. “I don’t like this place.”
She looked round her jerkily, un.
happily. “I wish we could go.”

He shook his head. “We must stay
till the mist clears—three days, she
said.”

Jane shuddered. How did the
woman know how long the mist
would last? How did she know they
were coming and would need dry
clothes? Why was this house so still
and she so silent?

Similar questions were flooding
through Martin’s mind. Why was a
country cottage so well furnished?
Why should a country woman pos-
sess such excellent taste? Why did
she speak and look like a woman of
culture? How did she live? And why
here? The questions poured in a



torrent through his mind. He glanced
at the Raphael Madonna.

“I believe she loves that picture,”
he said. “Did you see how she
watched me when I looked at it?”

Jane glanced at the picture and
away again, disinterestedly; she
didn’t like pictures much. She twisted
her handkerchief in her fingers. “I
wish we could go,” she said.

* Ed *

The next two days passed slowly.
The mist thickened and swirled in-
creasingly outside the cottage, twist-
ing and writhing in tenuous loops
and spirals about the chimneys and
eaves. Inside the cottage, Jane
wandered disconsolately from room
to room. Martin was sitting in the
rose-covered armchair, reading a
book, his feet propped on the mantel-
piece, peacefully turning over pages
at regular intervals; he occasionally
knocked his pipe out against the
rough bricks of the fireplace. Jane
came in and closed the door behind
her with a sharp movement. She went
to the table and picked up a book,
looked at the title and put it down
again; she walked slowly round the
room, touching this and fingering
that; she turned the Toby jug with
its face to the wall, because she
couldn’t stand its mocking grin. The
clock’s tick began to get on her
nerves; she could hear it ticking,
ticking, ticking, growing gradually
louder till it filled the whole room
with its noise, and her eardrums
throbbed to bursting.

A shadow flickered in a dark
corner of the room, and she looked
at it sharply. It seemed to assume

the shape of a woman, a tall woman
with a black coronet of hair. She
blinked hard and it became just a
shadow, lying motionless against the
wall. The quietness settled in again.
There was no sound; even the clock
now seemed muted. Silence. The
stillness began to get on her nerves;
if only something would happen to
shatter it; if only there were a wire-
less or a piano—or somebody to talk
to. She looked at Martin.

He bit into his pipe with his teeth,
and turned over a page, absorbed in
his reading.

“Martin ...” she said, and hesi-
tated, for she had nothing to say. He
looked up, and she felt impelled to
plunge into conversation, any con-
versation rather than have the
muffied stillness close over her again.

“Where has she gone, Martin?”

“She? Oh! I don’t know—she
went out after breakfast; she had a
basket with her.”

“Went out? In this? But the mist’s
thicker than ever—she’ll never find
her way back.”

Martin tapped his pipe against the
side of the fireplace, and began clean-
ing out the bowl with a penknife. For
a little while he did not speak, refill-
ing the pipe with careful fingers, then
he looked up.

“She went out in the mist yester-
day,” he said quietly. (He fumbled
for a match.) “And she came back
quite safely before dusk.” The match
flame trembled a little in the draught.

Jane began to walk up and down,
hands clasped tensely in front of her.
“l wish she hadn’t come back,” she
suid; the words came in uneven jerks
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as her pace increased. Martin looked
up in surprise, and the match burned
down to his fingers before he drop-
ped it into the hearth.

“I wish she hadn’t come back,”
Jane said, and her voice was brittle,
not quite controlled. “I hate her. The
way she looks at me ... and won’t
answer questions ...”

Martin shrugged. “There’s no
reason why she should answer ques-
tions,” he said, “it’s her house.”

“Where does she go?” Jane’s voice
began to rise in the still room. “Wan-
dering about in this fog. .. Why
doesn’t she get lost, as we aid?
There’s something eerie about her
—about this house—the way she
talks to that picture.” She stopped
before the pale loveliness of the
Raphael Madonna, and the serene
countenance smiled away over her
head into the slowly piling shadows
in the far corners of the room. Jane
shuddered. She felt as though some-
one had passed by her, causing a
cold draught of air to fan her cheek.

Her voice had dropped to an al-
most incoherent mutter. “I hate this
place—hate it.” She picked up
Martin’s penknife from the table and
began to twist it in her fingers. She
looked at him. He had returned to
his book, and was beginning to nod
drowsily now over the pages. Now
the stillness flowed in again and
pressed on her eardrums. She
listened, head on one side: not a
sound; not even the drip of water
from the outside eaves, not the snap
of a twig; not even the crackling of
the fire nor the tick of the clock, for
the fire had died to a red glow and
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the clock had stopped at ten to
twelve.,

The place was full of shadows and
stillness; nothing moved, nothing
breathed. The room was filled with
dead things—as dead as the woman
who owned them. That’s it; she was
dead; she wasn’t real at all—she was
a ghost, or a great vampire who lived
on the travellers she caught. Jane had
a sudden dreadful vision of the vam-
pire flapping in through the window,
filling the room with its leathern
black wings. She covered her eyes
with her hands, still clutching the
penknife, and tried to control the
sick shuddering inside her. The room
suddenly seemed to be full of a whir-
ring sound; she felt dizzy, and the
furniture began to spin round and
round. How dark everything was;
only the pallid face of the Madonna
shone in the firelight—a vapid,
empty, expressionless face, a cold,
unseeing malevolent stare, like the
eyes of its owner, its possessor.

That was it! The picture was its
owner—there was no separating one
from another. The eyes followed her
hungrily round the room. So the
creature knew how Jane hated her.
She shuddered, and took a quick
backward step; her breath was com-
ing in full gasps, and her heart was
beating in her throat until she felt
she would vomit. The furniture
swirled faster round her, and the
floor seemed to be heaving beneath
her feet—the pale Madonna hung in
the centre of the whirling blackness
and sneered and sneered; a mad whirl
of darkness with a white hub; and
darkness.



She gave a sudden, sharp, animal
cry, and leapt forward, the penknife
grasped in her hand, flinging herself
at the picture. She thrust the knife
in and ripped the parchment—
slashed—from side to side, cruelly,
viciously, lacerating the pale face
until it hung in tatters. She muttered
incoherently to herself between
clenched teeth. She lifted her arm to
strike again; then suddenly the
strength drained away from her
muscles, and the knife fell with a
clatter into the grate. Her arm drop-
ped to her side; she stood for a
moment, without moving, then she
began to weep softly, monotonously.

The clattering penknife had
startled Martin from his sleep, and
for a moment he could not com-
prehend his surroundings; then

realization came, and he looked at
the weeping Jane; his eyes swept to
the ragged remains of the Madonna,

and his mouth contracted. He sprang
from his chair and caught her by the
shoulders.

“You little vandal!” he said, and
his voice was dangerously soft. “You
wicked little vandal!” And he shook
her until her teeth rattled in her
head, and spasmodic sobs exploded
in her throat. Suddenly he flung her
from him, and she half fell against
the dresser, clutching at it and sob-
bing hysterically. Martin bent and
picked up the knife from the hearth.
He stared at it in silence for a
moment, then slipped it into his
pocket. He looked at her distastefully
as she huddled against the dresser.

“We've got to get out of here,” he
said, and walked to the door.

“But, Martin, the mist ... we can’t
...” her voice died away into a wail.

“We've got to get out,” he said,
and then, turning at the door, “Un-
less you intend to stay and face her.”




Jane looked round her wildly. She
dared not look at the hanging rags
on the wall; she turned helplessly to
Martin and stumbled towards him.

“We shall be lost,” she moaned,
and her voice quavered in the air.

He turned on his heel, and
marched to the front door. “The fog
is lifting,” he said. “We can be in
Longmoor by six. I think I can find
the way from here.” She gave a little
cry and ran after him, clutching at
his arm. He shook her off impa-
tiently. They closed the front door
behind them, and walked down the
path. The mist had lifted a little and
they could see the outline of the
moors faintly in the pearly light.
“We turn to the right, and go past
the gorse clump,” he said. “The track
to Longmoor is beyond.” The gate
clanged to behind them, and they
walked away into the opalescent air.

* * *

On the high fells, the mist had been
clear since morning. Glittering re-
minders of it still clung to the short
grass and spangled the twisted
heather with silver. The gorse bushes
had shaken the vaporous scarves
from their shoulders, and the flowers
hung like golden butterflies from
their horned stems. A lark was sing-
ing somewhere out of sight, tossing
down his liquid notes condescend-
ingly to the cold moor. A breeze
blew across the hilltop, across the
outcrop of rock on its crest, and the
woman seated there pulled her shawl
closer about her shoulders. She sat
quite still, hands resting on her knees,
a basket half filled with blueberries
at her feet. Her head was thrown
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back a little, chin out-thrust, so that
the pearly light lay across her fore-
head and cheeks. The black hair had
escaped from its plaited crown, and
fallen in an untidy, waving mass to
her shoulders, but she made no at-
tempt to restrain it, and as the wind
grew stronger, little tendrils escaped
and flew about her head. She smiled
as the wind touched her cheek, and
the smile embraced the whole, wide,
quiet landscape.

From where she sat on her high
rock, she could see the moor falling
away beneath her, a straight drop of
three hundred feet and then a gradual
sloping away—heather, bracken and
emerald turf—sloping away for
miles, rolling endlessly towards the
horizon. In the nearer distance, the
ground was purple and brown, tufted
and rugged; jagged outcrops of rock
pushed through the curled bracken;
fussy little springs gushed forth and
tumbled headlong down the hillside,
vanishing in a flurry of silver at the
bottom, never to be seen again. But
farther away, the moor’s domination
ceased, and the country was broken
up into tiny fields, with miniature
farms sending blue wisps of smoke
into the air.

The watcher drew a deep breath,
filling her lungs with cold clear air.
She shook her head a little, and the
long, heavy hair moved slowly on
her shoulders; the soft dampness
gemmed lashes and brows with tiny
beads.

She stood up and stretched her
arms luxuriously above her head; the
sense of solitude filled her. She was
the only human thing on the moor.



The breeze blew strongly against her
body, and she relished its challeng-
ing power. There was strength here,
and freedom: the familiar exhilara-
tion began to rise in her, and she
threw back her head, laughing with
joy. The utter loneliness of this—
empty sky, wide landscape. The
breeze caressed her face and lifted
her hair; a curlew called, and the
cold liquid notes threaded the air
with trembling music. She was filled
with strength and knowledge and
wild vitality.

With a quick, gay movement, she
turned, caught up the basket of blue-
berries, and strode away from the
rocks, swinging the basket in her
hand and humming happily to her-
self. Strange, what a sense of power
the moor gave you—a sense of wis-
dom—she felt as though she knew
everything in the world—saw the
reasons and the purpose; pettinesses
faded and became insignificant in
this immensity—"“Only winds and
rivers. Life and Death”. Poetry and
music; the poetry of words, the music
of wind and curlews. She strode on
across the moor, hair streaming be-
hind her, green turf springing
beneath her feet.

One belonged to oneself here—
aloof and alone—needing no sup-
port—a revolving tower of strength
in oneself, having and needing no
human contact. This was outside
humanity—the common interchange
of people on a mediocre level; this
was the highest point of the human
spirit—and what might be beyond?
—beyond this thrilling solitude which
placed one so near to The
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thought broke off. So near. The body
no longer held with its heavy ties;
the screen grew very thin between
one’s spirit and the thing which
throbbed through Nature. Some kin-
ship there must be to create this res-
ponse. (She leapt across a small
stream which roamed across her
path.) Some deep reality which linked
animate and inanimate and pulsed
through both. One touched it some-
times, rarely, unexpectedly—not
everybody, of course; and it came
only in solitude: people were dis-
tracting—their fleshiness too real, too
near, to realize the spirit. But there
was some kinship—a common birth
perhaps.

She checked her free swinging
stride to a walk. Soon she must re-
turn to the cottage. She sighed. A feel-
ing of disturbance fretted her mind.
They would still be there, the man
and the woman—the man’s persis-
tent friendliness, the woman’s brittle
hostility—filling her house and suffo-
cating the quiet peace with their
sharp voices and sudden movements.
She stopped, and putting down her
basket, began to twist her hair into a
thick rope, piling it round her head
and pinning it into place.

Already she had donned the old
fetters, convention, custom, civiliza-
tion. She picked up her basket, and
began to descend the hill, picking
her way through the knee-high
bracken. The mist was beginning to
rise again, and the ground was al-
ready being smoothed into an
uncertain uniformity. She quickened
her pace. They would be sitting in
her room, the man with his feet on



her mantelpiece, scattering tobacco
ash over the hearth, the girl gazing at
her finger nails, or fidgeting with the
ornaments. She had seen them gaz-
ing at her picture—the Madonna—
the man with interest, the girl with
an indifference which bordered on
dislike.

The girl’s voice crackled through
her mind again, as she had heard it
yesterday, when she had paused, tea-
tray in hand, outside the door of the
room in which they sat. “Ugly
thing!” the voice had said. “Stupid,
ugly, expressionless thing!” And
when she had entered, the girl had
been standing at the fireplace, hands
behind her, glaring malevolently at
the picture. She had whirled round
as the door opened, and stood in an
attitude of defiance, chin in the air,
shoulders tense. Nothing was said,
the incident ignored. She shrugged
away its rankling memory.

Tomorrow would be fine, and they
would go; she would never see them
again. The cottage would settle into
peace and resume its quiet tranquil
atmosphere. The furniture would
glow in the firelight, and the jugs
gleam on their hooks, and the
Madonna smile with her benign
secretive beauty into the shadows.
All would be undisturbed and self-
contained—a reflection of herself.
She sighed, and her mind lingered on
the Raphael print—such loveliness
and wisdom—a world of knowledge
and understanding in the steady eyes
—*“from henceforth all generations
shall call me blessed.”

She sighed, and pulled her thoughts
back to reality. Presently, her garden
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gate loomed up at her out of the
mist. She walked down the path and
into the house. All was silent, no
sound split the stillness. She paused
with her hand on the sitting-room
door, puzzled; the knob felt cold to
her touch. She hesitated, then turned
it, and flung the door back on its
hinges. The room was empty. The fire
was out, and had crumbled into a
grey ash on the hearth. A smell of
stale smoke hung in the air.

Where were they? Her eyes
travelled round the room. One of the
pink rugs was curled up, as though
kicked by a hurried foot; a book lay,
face downward on the floor; the
Toby jug was turned with its face to
the wall. Her gaze swung from the
dresser to the mantelpiece, and then
travelled upwards. Her eyes stopped.
The frame was askew, and a few
tattered rags dangled from the
moulding, their gold and blue stain-
ing the pale wall. The rags stirred in
the draught, flapping pathetically,
twisting contortedly in the breeze.

The woman at the door let out a
long, slow hissing breath between her
teeth, then closed the door softly be-
hind her.

*

For a little while after they had
left the cottage, Martin and Jane
walked on in silence, following a
faint path through the bracken. Once
or twice the girl looked through her
lashes at Martin, but he gave no sign
of even knowing she was there. Once
she opened her mouth to speak, but
all she could think of to say was,
“I'm sorry,” which seemed inade-
quate and futile, so she said nothing.

* *



They tramped on in silence. Martin
walked slightly ahead, glancing to
right and left and trying to identify
landmarks which would prove some
guide and give some indication of
their direction. The mist had lifted
sufficiently to enable them to see
fifty yards ahead, and presently they
came to a thin stream, which chat-
tered down from the higher slopes
into the Longmoor valley. Martin
broke the silence, throwing the words
at her over his shoulder, without
looking round.

“If we follow this we should reach
Longmoor,” he said.

Jane was glad of the opportunity
of conversation, for the long silence
had fretted her, and she began to
talk rapidly, almost incoherently,
hurrying to keep pace with him, as
he stalked ahead of her.

“Martin,” she began, “I didn't
mean to do it. I don’t know what
happened. 1 couldn’t help it—you
know I couldn’t. I'm sorry.”

For a while there was no answer,
and she had opened her mouth to
begin again, when he spoke.

“It’s rather late to be sorry.”

There was silence for a little while,
broken only by the sound of snap-
ping stalks as they pushed their way
through the bracken. Jane glanced
at him anxiously.

“I couldn’t help it,” she repeated.

“You have always said that after-
wards,” he retorted.

“But this was different—I was
frightened, I tell you, frightened.”

He sneered. “Of a picture?”

Her voice rose a scale. “Not the
picture ... I hated the woman—she
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and the picture. ...” The voice died
away hoarsely.

He jerked his head round, looking
at her for the first time. “And how
do you think she’ll feel when she
finds it?” he asked.

Jane blinked. She didn’t know. She
didn’t know. She could imagine a
dreadful quietness, stillness, which
would blanket everything: the
woman with her hand on the door
knob, gazing fixedly at the remains
of the print. She shuddered, and
pushed the thought away, She looked
about her. The stream was not so
easy to see as it had been; she could
hear it still, babbling coldly over its
stones, but it was not so easy to see.
As long as they could hear it and
walk beside it, they would be all right.
They must hurry, put as much dis-
tance as possible between themselves
and the cottage.

Unwillingly, her thoughts turned
back to the scene: the little room,
the fire crumbling in the hearth, the
picture glinting mysteriously, and the
still, awful figure of the black-haired
woman, standing, watchful and
malignant, in the doorway. Jane
quickened her pace, and looked be-
hind her fearfully, half expecting a
dark figure to materialize out of the
mist. She shook herself. That was
ridiculous. The woman couldn’t
follow them—she wouldn't know
which way they had gone. But sup-
posing she did. What would she do?
What would she say? Jane was
shaken by a sick fit of trembling.

It was turning cold; the mist was
rising around them in cold swathes,
eddying slowly, deliberately, in the



air, as though spun from some gigan-
tic, satanic machine. She looked
jerkily, fearfully, about her. The
stream had disappeared completely
and was silent; the gorse bushes
were sucked into the insatiable
greyness; the landscape was being
transformed again into shifting, en-
veloping unreality. She pulled at
Martin’s sleeve, as he stumbled for-
ward ahead of her.

“I can’t hear the stream, Martin,”
she said; her words reached him,
mist-muffled and heavy. He came to
a standstill, and they stood quite still
and listened. But there was no sound
of stream, or birds, or mountain
sheep, only eerie grey silence. The
mist swirled behind and in front of
them; they were cut off by greyness
and emptiness. They were lost.

Martin took her hand and squeezed
it reassuringly.

“We must keep going this way,”
he said. “We must find the stream
again.”

They stumbled on, and the mist
grew gradually denser, as they ad-
vanced. The stream had vanished,
and although they blundered on for
two hours, they never found it again.
Each step became an ordeal; they
never could be sure that the next
advance might not take them over
the edge of a hidden precipice, to die
cold and forgotten on some remote
rocky ledge.

The ground rose and fell, fell
and rose again, with monotonous
regularity; their feet caught in the
tangled heather, stubbed against
boulders, tore against brambles; their
clothes clung cold and sodden to

their bodies; and the fevered imagi-
nation of the girl was haunted con-
tinually by the calm, aloof face of the
dark-haired woman.

They stumbled against one another,
descending now, the ground gradu-
ally sloping before them. It seemed
to Martin that they were descending
into a great white basin, filled with
mist from base to brim—nothing was
solid, everything tenuous, grey and
shifting—nothing constant. Jane was
a vague, uncertain shadow beside
him; a thick sound-proof, sight-proof
curtain shut them off from the world,
as though some creature had deliber-
ately isolated them from their kind,
hunting them down and cutting them
off from reality, until they went mad
or died. A heavy depression settled
on his mind: then suddenly, Jane
gave a shrill cry, jerking him out of
his lethargy. He turned to her
through the mist.

“What is it?” he said. “For God’s
sake, what is it?”

She was trembling
“There’s something in front of me,
she said, and her voice quivered
“...something hard ...” For a long
moment, he hesitated, then put out
a hand to feel the obstruction. His
fingers encountered a tapered piece
of wood, with a bent staple in the
side, fixed upright in the ground, and
attached to it were other pieces of
wood of similar size and height. His
voice, when it came, was flat and
metallic, and reached her from a
great distance,

“It’s a fence,” he said, “A wooden
fence.” And his fingers slid along the
wood, feeling for the familiar gate.

violently.

”
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FRAMED!
DESMOND EDWARDS

T WAS A Wednesday in July.
[ got back to the warehouse

Harry was in the office.

} “That Mrs. Prentice
{FN¥ phoned again!” he said. He
B wasn’t looking at me when
he said it. I thought he was think-
ing of Alma, my girl.

“Look, Harry,” I said seriously,
“I've told you I haven’t the faintest
idea who she is.”

“Seems to know you all right!”
Harry said.

“What did she say?”

“Oh, nothing. Just asked for you
—called you ‘Dave’—wouldn’t leave
a message—said you’d understand.
Fourth time she’s rung you, to my
knowledge!”

I felt mad for a moment. “You
don’t think I'm having an affair, do
you?”

“I hope not,” he said, “for Alma’s
sake. I like Alma.”

“I love her, Harry,” I said. “I'm
not having an affair. You know I'm
not that sort.”

Harry didn’t say anything. He got
to his feet and went out. I felt just
hopeless. It was damnable. I was
beginning to feel guilty about it, Who
was this woman who kept ringing me
up when I wasn’t there? Who the
blazes was she? I hadn’t told Alma
yet. I didn’t want to cloud her sky
just then, just when we were about
to be married.

Besides, there was something else
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—the letters. They were love letters.
They kept coming. Quite a few of
them seemed to be written as replies.
The snag was that no address was
given, but always just “Usual Ad-
dress.” They were signed “Rita.”
That linked up with the phone calls.
They were post-marked *‘Railton,” a
fair-sized town thirty-two miles away.

All this was on my mind when I
set off in my lorry the next Wednes-
day on my usual delivery round. It
took me by a round-about route to
Railton and back. My last call was at
Chilton Camp. I backed on to the
quartermaster’s store, but there were
a decent lot of Army lads there and
I left the job to them. Fifteen minutes
later I was on my way again. The
rain was coming down steadily, but
I'd secured the tarpaulin over the
back of my lorry earlier. After some
miles I came to a stretch of country
road—the way 1 went every Wednes-
day—where there was only one
house.

AND THEN IT HAPPENED. A woman
was standing on the road. She was
thumbing a lift.

“Are you going to Prenton?” she
asked.

“0.K., lady!” I said.

She climbed in and sat next to me.
“Have you a cigarette?” she asked
me, after some silence. I indicated the
cubby-hole in the dashboard and she
fished out my case.

We came to the crossroads outside
Prenton. The rain had eased off and



there was a woman standing at a
bus-stop. “This’ll do me fine!” she
said.

I drew up. She looked at me for a
moment and then suddenly put her
arms around my neck and kissed me.
I was surprised and pretty embar-
rassed. Then she got out. I drove off.
On the road back, nearly an hour
later, I saw someone waving a flash-
light. There was a big black police
car at the side of the road. The torch
waved me to a standstill. A police-
man came to my side of the lorry.

“May I see your licence, please?”
he said. I noticed his companion was
examining my number plates.

“You are David Gregson?” said
the first, reading my name from the
licence. “Of course!” I said.

“I must ask you to accompany me
to the station!”

My mind chased back over the
events of the day. I'd done nothing
—no careless driving, no narrow
shaves, nothing. The policeman came
round and got into the cab beside
me. “What'’s the complaint?” I asked.

“Get moving!” he said.

When we reached the police sta-
tion the woman I'd given a lift to
was there. “Dave, darling!” she cried.
She ran to me and put her arms
round my neck. “Forgive me, dar-
ling!™ she sobbed, as she clung to
me. Then: “Why did you do it?”

I disentangled myself from her. “I
don’t know what this woman'’s talk-
ing about!” I exclaimed. “I've never
seen her before in my life—till I gave
her a lift this afternoon!”

“All right, Mrs. Prentice!” It was
the sergeant. He ushered her out.

Mrs. Prentice! My God, I thought.
I was up to my neck in something 1
didn’t understand.

Then a man in ordinary clothes
entered and told me that anything I
said might be used in evidence. And
then he charged me with the murder
of Mr. Prentice on that Wednesday
afternoon.

Next day, after the formal police
court hearing, they let Alma see me.

“I didn’t do it!” I told her.

“I know,” she said, and I could see
it in her blue eyes. Harry came to see
me, too. He said he believed me, but
he didn’t seem able to lie to me very
convincingly.

Mrs. Prentice was the star witness
for the prosecution. Every word she
said was a lie. She wore a becoming
black costume and gave evidence in
a low voice with apparent reluctance
—naturally, because according to her
we were lovers. She seemed to know
all about me. How on earth, I won-
dered, did she know it all?

Her story was that on the fatal
Wednesday I'd stopped, as usual, at
the bungalow. I couldn’t prove ]
hadn’t, especially when the police
found my cigarette case there. Then
I'd quarrelled with her invalid hus-
band and shot him. The police had
found a gun in my lorry. There were
no fingerprints on it, but I'd worn
gloves.

After I'd shot her husband, I'd
forced her into the lorry to make a
run for it with me. At last she'd per-
suaded me to let her get out. The
woman at the bus-stop said she'd
seen us kissing, and the police found
her glove in the lorry. Just to wrap
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up the case, the prosecution got
Harry and the switchboard girl at the
warehouse to give evidence about the
phone calls. ...

When the judge put the bit of
black cap on, I wasn’t really listen-
ing. I was wondering again who
really should have been in my place.
They didn’t hang me. They intended
to, but at the last minute they were
told the truth. The man who gave it
to them is in prison now—not for
murder, but for desertion from the
Army. Thank God he did desert.

When I called at Chilton Camp
that Wednesday afternoon, he con-
cealed himself in the lorry under the
tarpaulin. He was still there when 1

stopped to pick up Mrs. Prentice. He
knew I'd never gone into that bunga-
low, and he came forward and said
so. That put Mrs. Prentice in a
different light, and to save her own
neck she told the truth.

The truth was that she had helped
someone plan the whole thing—
Harry. I can imagine Harry now
behind the bungalow curtains, seeing
me stop to give his Rita a lift—and
then turning back towards her invalid
husband. ...

They set me free. Alma came run-
ning towards me when I came out.
She took my arm. Then 1 noticed
that the sun was shining.

@

If you've got a nice fresh corpse, fetch him out!

MARK TWAIN

For the world, T count it not an inn, but an hospital,
and a place, not to live, but to die in.

SIR THOMAS BROWNE

I know death hath ten thousand several doors
For men to take their exits.

JouN WEBSTER



SNAKE COUNTRY

P, M

RIGBY

Hlustrated by D. C. Forbes

OHN MARSTON LOOKED
i round sharply. He was
really angry this time.
. The hot wind fanned his
damp, rather grimy face
and ruffled his unruly
e hair. It whipped up little
swirls of dust and pulled at his khaki
shorts, which would have appeared
more than ridiculous in almost any
other setting. His light blue eyes had
a determined look as he strode along

the rough, uneven path, his thick-
soled shoes making heavy prints in
the dry, sandy earth. Low, black
clouds billowing from the east
seemed to reflect his mood as he ad-
vanced on the group of Africans
congregated at the foot of the kopje.
The amber grass scratched at his legs
as he made his way down, stumbling
over loose rocks, swearing quietly
and sweating profusely.

The Africans were still some way
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off. Their voices were not intelligible
to John at this height, but he knew
pretty well what it was all about.
Perhaps if he had someone to help
him run the farm . .. after all, a few
thousand acres and a whole com-
munity of labourers were quite
enough for one man to handle,
especially up-country in Central
Africa. . ..

He reached the ground at last
and approached the group. He was
looking for a familiar face; Old
Joseph, local practitioner in the black
arts. This was not the first time Joseph
had caused a hold-up in “vork and a
shifting of the loyalties of his
labourers.

Ah, yes! There he was, in the
centre of the gathering. He was sur-
rounded by various odds and ends—
an assortment of chicken bones, a
snake skin and several skin bags. The
period of instruction over, thought
John, he’s selling his muti. They
hadn’t noticed him yet. He’d soon
remedy that.

“What the hell’s going on?” The
angry exclamation seemed to stun the
natives for a few seconds. Then they
looked round at him, with sullen or
frightened faces. They didn’t say any-
thing, just sat in the sand and stared.
Old Joseph was the one exception. He
handed two of the skin bags to one of
the umfazis in the group. Then he
stood up slowly. John realized for the
first time how dignified he looked. His
lean frame gave the impression of a
stringy toughness, and his face,
though hard, was handsome. The
witch-doctor’s eyes twinkled icily as
John moved up to him.

“What the devil do you think
you’re doing?” said John, thoroughly
aroused. “First it was a cure for ‘love
sickness’, and now ... ?”

“Now, Baas,” replied Joseph, appar-
ently unmoved, “it is chicken snakes.”
His face took on a determined atti-
tude as he continued: “They have
come to bring evil to this place, and
I have come to warn your people.”

Much as he would have liked to
laugh uproariously at this, John felt
it impossible to do so. The witch-
doctor’s implicit belief in his own
ideas, however fantastic, seemed to
give the whole thing an uncanny sense
of reality. John had heard of the
“chicken snake” legend. It told of a
large black snake with a cock’s-comb
and matching crow; a deadly bite as
well as strange magical powers. Of
course, it was nonsense, but . . . He
managed to sneer as he said: “So it’s
chicken snakes, is it?” He ended
rather lamely: “There’s no such
thing.”

Joseph make no attempt to defend
himself just then. First he gathered his
stick and his charms, and wrapped
them in a grubby blanket. Then he
confronted John. “Chicken snakes are
evil doers and one day you may find
it out. A man must protect himself
from their powers.” Before John
could order him off the land, or even
make a suitable rejoinder, he was
gone, lithe as a duiker, among the
granite rocks of the kopje. John’s
attention turned to the crowd.

For just a moment he experienced
a strange feeling of loneliness and
helplessness as they stood up, and
looked at him with sullen, hostile eyes.



There was another thing—the few
children to be seen had not made a
single noise throughout the incident.
It was frightening . . . like a dream.
. . . He snapped out of it, pulled him-
self together. “Peter,” he commanded,
addressing the “boss boy”, “get your-
self and the rest back to work. And
don’t have anything more to do with
that old scoundrel.”

“Yah, inkosi,” came the wary reply
from Peter. Despite his height and
massive build, he generally obeyed
orders, even unpleasant ones. The
labourers followed Peter, and trooped
off to the maize fields. The women
and children melted away into the
bush. Hardly a word was spoken.
John was left alone in an atmosphere
heavy with concealed tension.

A *“go-away” bird screeched its
name at John. Angrily he picked up a
stone and flung it into the thorn tree
in which the bird was perched. He
missed. It was very hot. The sun, a
hard golden sixpence, glared down
belligerently, scorching the landscape.
He picked his way through the veldt
scrub and made for the little mud hut
that served for home.

That evening there was a definite
if unseen tension on the farm. John
felt glad he had his house a little apart
from the compound. There was
ploughing to do tomorrow—perhaps
that would take their minds off this
witchcraft nonsense. Still, it wasn’t a
very comfortable night. The Africans
played their kwela pipes incessantly.
Hyenas insisted on adding to the din.
It was still very hot.

The next morning dawned bright
and early and already warm. The air,
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still fresh and not yet dulled by the
heat, stirred grass and thorn tree.
Yesterday’s troubles were compressed
to a tenth of their former size as
John enthusiastically splashed himself
with water, in the corner of the room,
with his home-made washstand
proudly standing on roughly-hewn
wooden legs.

A sharp hammering on the door of
his home occurred so suddenly that
the soapy water went into his eyes.
With a muttered “Damn”, and a
quick wipe of the towel, he opened
the door.

In front of him, like a shadow of
yesterday, were a group of male
labourers with set faces. Peter was at
their head. John had never seen him
like this before; chest thrown out and
black eyes resolute.

“What is it, Peter?” blinked John.
How the soap stung!

“Baas,” began Peter, as though he
wasn’t used to making speeches, “to-
day we must plough the land by the
spruit.” John nodded, wondering
what was coming next. “But chicken
snakes breed on that ground. We can-
not plough it. They have evil powers,
Baas, they will bring sickness to our
kraals if we plough their land.”

All at once the morning wasn’t
beautiful any more for John. It would
soon be damnably hot, and here was
he stuck out in the middle of nowhere
with a crazy bunch of natives to deal
with. Should he give way to them?
God forbid!

“Peter, I pay you and your people
well; I feed you well, and for this I
expect work to be done.”

“But, Baas. ...”



“Do I pay you your wages, Peter?”

“Yes, Baas.”

“Do 1 feed you?”

“Y-yes, Baas.”

“Then please get to work and
plough the ground between the
kopjes next to the spruit and don’t
let’s hear any more of this snake busi-
ness.” He felt better now, more in
command of the situation. He wasn’t
ready for the next remark.

“No Baas, we cannot. Today we
shall do other work to earn our
money and our food.” That was all.
Nothing else. The whole group, silent
and practically expressionless, turned
their backs and left.

It was astounding! Peter had never
been like this before. Nor had the
others. What had possessed them?
The fickle wind bore a tiny whirlwind
which caught up the dust, and threw
it into the doorway and into his face
like a gauntlet. At the same time a
dark brown child toddled towards
him and called out derisively, as all
children are prone to do.

That did it. He knew just what he
was going to do now. So they weren’t
going to plough this bit of earth? He
kicked the door-post savagely and
walked out. Then he would. And the
devil take the snakes.

John gave vent to his feelings
driving the rather battered tractor;
pulling the ploughshare towards the
small stream. Going at full speed, he
steered as erratically as possible down
the rough dirt road. The ground be-
tween the two kopjes was one of the
most fertile strips of land he owned.
He wasn’t, he told himself, going to
forfeit it for a few non-existent

42

snakes! It was good to feel the blades
bite deep into the rich earth and hear
the engine straining.

A cock crowed nearby. A cock? So
far from the compound? Ah, well,
chickens did wander off now and
again. ‘“‘Cock-a-doodle-doo!” There
is was again. But so close! There was
no cover for some hundreds of yards
here. It couldn’t be. . .. John stopped
himself abruptly. No European, he
told himself, had even seen a chicken
snake. Wasn’t that proof, he reas-
oned, that they existed only in the
fertile imaginations of Africans? The
thing crowed twice more as the day
wore on. He tried to ignore it.

It was hard going, and by dusk
there was still a lot of land left un-
ploughed, but John felt satisfied with
his day’s work. Now, thank God, the
whole business was cleared up. Or
was it? He’d cleared most of the land.

It was getting late. The night was
closing in rapidly, like a curtain fall-
ing in a theatre. Things that had been
readily visible a few minutes ago sud-
deny took on an unreal, far-away
appearance. He turned the tractor
home, tired, hungry, and feeling
strangely apprehensive.

As he approached the farmhouse,
he heard the chanting. The rhythm of
voices and Kaffir music rose and fell
in eerie waves. In the background,
throbbing like the great heart of
Africa, he heard the drums. There was
a huge blaze in the middle of the
compound. He noticed indistinct dark
figures dancing across the blaze.

For a second, it seemed as though
a pair of fiery eyes were regarding
him from somewhere in the bush. He



looked again. There was nothing but
the grass and the trees, now indistinct
and merging with the black sky. He
urged the old tractor along the track
towards the farmhouse and the shed
which housed his battered Buick as
well as the tractor. He wasn't scared,
no, not that, just had to get home and
see what these Kaffirs were up to
now. Surely they weren’t bewailing
the loss of their sacred snake breed-
ing-ground?

The tractor safely parked, he
walked towards the farmhouse. A
hyena laughed derisively as a fresh
burst of throbbing broke out from
the direction of the compound, the
sound quivering and pulsating with
fiery anticipation. Fear, in an unreas-
oning wave, swept over John Mars-
ton. This, he knew instinctively, was
to be a show-down.

He strode up to the compound with
measured steps. Old Joseph saw him
this time, and so did the others. Al-
most, he thought, as if they’d been
waiting for him. The music and the
chanting gradually petered out.

Joseph took the initiative. He had
a wild gleam in his eyes as he pointed
an accusing finger at John. “Here
comes the white-man! You, white-
man, can count yourself lucky my
medicine worked or a child would
be dead because of your stupidity.”

John wasn’t ready for such an out-
burst. He hadn't the faintest idea what
the witch-doctor was talking about.

“Today you ploughed the land be-
tween the two kopjes. For that deed
a chicken snake exacted revenge on
this child.” He was foaming slightly
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at the mouth, as a small child was
pushed unwillingly forward. He
pulled it towards John, showed him
its arm, and spat out: “Here are the
fang marks of the snake!” Two
small incisions were visible.

Joseph’s anger was infectious. John
went white. He cursed all the Kaffirs
under the sun, especially lean witch-
doctors. Then he told them in no un-
certain terms that to prove that
chicken snakes were non-existent, he
would pitch a tent in the field be-
tween the two kopjes and sleep there
during the night. He warned them
that if he saw no snakes a policeman
would be around the next day to pick
up Joseph. The crowd stared at
him sullenly as he walked to the house
to collect his tent, rifle and spot-light.
Then the party broke up silently.

The police car drew up to the
station and gently came to a stop.
Two African constables got out of
the back and carefully carried a
body inside. Two European police-
men got out of the front of the car.
The younger one said:

“Funny the Africans finding Mar-
ston so soon . . . did you know him?”

“Yes,” replied his senior. “Strange
chap, tried to run the farm all by him-
self . . . it never works.”

“What a horrible way to die! Did
you see his face? Those fang marks!”

“No need to be melodramatic,” the
other grunted. “Though it was un-
lucky his rifle had jammed.”

“Seems dead uncanny to me.”

“Nonsense. Just an accident. What
do you think it was—witchcraft?”



THESEAVE DETECTIVE

THE CASE OF THE PLEADER’S NOTES
WALLACE NICHOLS

Hllustrated by Juliette Palmer

OLLIUS WAS LIMPING
M j through the Forum and
7 had paused to watch the
men at work on the build-
ing of the Triumphal
‘Arch which the Emperor
#e was erecting in his own
honour, when he was tapped on the
shoulder.

“You are the Slave Detective,” said
a beautiful and well-modulated voice.
“You gave evidence that saved my
client in the Corbulo Case.* I remem-
ber you.”

Turning, Sollius immediately recog-
nized the speaker. He was the famous
pleader and lawyer Tranquillus, a
tall, handsome man in late middle-
age.

“Yes, lord,” he answered.

“I am glad to have met with you,
for I think you can help me in a
rather serious problem.”

“You must ask my master, lord,”
said Sollius humbly.

“I know the noble Titius Sabinus
well,” went on Tranquillus, “and I
will, of course, ask his permission to
have your assistance.”

So came it about that Sollius was
introduced to a case which afterwards
he called “The Case of the Pleader’s
Notes”.

“It is like this,” explained Tran-

* See London Mystery, No. 42.

quillus, when, the necessary arrange-
ments having been made with the
Slave Detective’s master, he was
seated in his library with Sollius. “As
you have seen, I practice at my own
home, the ground fioor being a fruit-
erer’s shop, the middle floor my
offices, and the top floor my flat,
where I live with my wife and
daughter.

1 have only two clerks, Monodius
and Arcadius. They have been with
me respectively for seven and five
years; each is the son of a freedman,
and is training under me to be a
pleader. Until now I have trusted both
of them as I should myself. Rome has
many excellent barristers, and, the
Romans being litigious, our profes-
sion flourishes, so I do not fear my
rivals. We can live and let live—and
fight only in the courts. But I cannot
fight and succeed against treachery.

“There has come lately to the
forensic arena,” continued Tran-
quillus with a touch of pomposity, “a
young advocate named Valerianus, a
pupil till lately in the chambers of my
old friend and rival Italicus, whom
you will remember from the same
former case. Valerianus is a rising
man, oh, yes, and quite clever, but he
would not be so successful against me
—as recently too often he has been—
if my line of defence, or prosecution,



had not seemingly been betrayed to
him. Someone with access to my pri-
vate papers has been supplying him
with my lines of argument—or,” he
laughed sourly, “he is in communi-
cation with Thessalian witches! I
have needlessly lost a number of
cases, and can bear it no longer. The
leak must surely be through one of
my two clerks. I want the truth.”

“Do you wish them to know of
your suspicions?” Sollius asked. “I
should have to interrogate them.”

“Dig first secretly into their lives,”
ordered Tranquillus.

“As you wish, lord,” replied Sol-
lius, and took his leave with some
misgiving. He would have much pre-
ferred to face the two men at once
and to judge from their demeanour
their reaction to the accusation.

For the next few days he was busy,
with his usual assistant, Lucius, seek-
ing all that gossip could tell of Mon-
odius and Arcadius—and also of
Valerianus. Monodius was a prim,
dry man, and no scandals attached
themselves to his legal placidity; Ar-
cadius, more brilliant in all respects,
had the reputation of a gambler.
Valerianus, as brilliant as Arcadius,
was seemingly entirely devoted to his
profession, hard-working and ambi-
tious. All three were unmarried. In
all this there seemed no clue to fol-
low, except that Valerianus’s lodgings
were within a stone’s throw of the
premises of Tranquillus.

Sollius returned to him.

“Lord,” he asked, “are your wife
and daughter privy to your problem?”

“I have no secrets from them,” was
Tranquillus’s prompt answer.
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“What slaves or servants have
you?”

“Just an elderly household slave
and a maid whom my wife and
daughter share. We live very simply.”

“I should like, lord, to interrogate
them all.”

Tranquillus shrugged his shoulders
and led the way from his office to the
flat above. No sooner had they en-
tered than they knew they had broken
in upon a considerable household dis-
turbance.

“Husband,” cried Tranquillus’s
wife as soon as she saw him, “you
must order Cynthia a whipping.”

The slave-girl—tears and distress
spoiling her naturally pretty features
—flung herself at the barrister’s feet.

“It was only once,” she sobbed,
“only once.”

“What is all this, Claudia?” Tran-
quillus demanded of his wife.

“Severus—that’s our house-slave,’
she explained, turning for a moment
to Sollius—*“saw her slipping in again
after having been out for most of the
night—and she was wearing Helvia’s
blue cloak and hood.”

“That is so, lord,” sadly agreed
Severus who had just reported the
fact.

“It is my favourite cloak and
hood!” snapped out Helvia. “She
must be whipped, father. Oh, I'll
never trust her again, the deceitful
wretch!”

“Where did you go?” demanded
Tranquillus, turning harshly on the
girl at his feet. “Out with it! I know
what I suspect.”

“Only to see my flute-boy,
answered the sobbing and trembling
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girl. “I swear it, master. It was the
first time. I'll not do it again. Mercy,
master!”

“You certainly won’t wear my
cloak and hood again, I'll see to
that!” cried the angry Helvia.

Tranquillus ordered the punishment
at once without further consideration,
and Severus led the girl away.

“There you have your leak!” burst
out Claudia, her eyes suddenly eager
and bright.

“Clearly so,” echoed Helvia. “We
need look no further. She should be
more than whipped.”

“We have solved the case without
you, Slave Detective,” said Claudia
graciously.

“That is so,” laughed Tranquillus.
“Come down into my chambers. I
will still give you a donative.”

The little scene had etched itself
very clearly upon Sollius’s acute per-
ceptiveness, and as he followed the
barrister down to his legal office on
the floor below he studied again in
his mind the participants in it. The
old slave Severus was obviously de-
voted to his master, and if honesty
has a physiognomy of its own it was
his. Tranquillus’s wife was tall, hand-
some and very well preserved, and
some years younger than her hus-
band. Helvia, whom Lucius in his
ferreting had discovered was an
adopted daughter to the lawyer, the
sole child of a dead great friend, was
a dark and sulky beauty, very well
aware of her effect upon men, even
upon one so much her elder as Sol-
lius, on whom she had condescended
to flash a provocative smile. Though
without direct evidence on the matter,
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he did not think there was much love
lost between mother and adopted
daughter.

“I am glad the affair has been so
easily settled,” said Tranquillus as
soon as they returned to his office,
and he opened an iron box which
contained money.

“Wait, lord,” said Sollius. “I am not
satisfied.”

“Not satisfied?” exclaimed the
astonished Tranquillus.

“I should like to have that flute-
boy’s evidence—and under torture.”

“You rebuke a legal carelessness in
me,” said Tranquillus wryly. “I see
what you mean. That flute-boy shall
be found!”

But even under a remorseless whip-
ping Cynthia refused to betray her
lad.

“We must set a trap,” Sollius ad-
vised. “Tell me, lord, have you a case
in hand in which you are shortly to
be pitted against this Valerianus?”

Tranquillus nodded.

“Make, lord,” Sollius suggested, “a
set of false notes on the case, and
leave them openly on your table. My
assistant and I will watch for one
going between here and Valerianus’s
lodgings—no great step—presumably
at night.”

“Cynthia? It seems so.”

“It may be; it may not be.”

“It will be bribery, no doubt,”
decided Tranquillus. “Valerianus has
a rich father; he could bribe well.
Your idea is good—and 1 will watch
with you.”

“Tell no one of that, lord,” insisted
Sollius, “no one, not even your wife.”

“Be it so,” agreed Tranquillus, “I



can pretend to work late in my cham-
bers, and join you instead.”

The place was well suited to lying
in wait stealthily. A narrow alley went
in beside the fruiterer’s shop, and the
way out from the office and flat above
was by a staircase which led down to
the street on the fruiterer’s other side.
The three men gathered nightly in the
alley, with Lucius peering out on
watch. They waited thus for four
nights, and nothing occurred of any
interest to them. They saw only a
few night-wandering slaves and, once,
a gaggle of Christians going furtively
to their secret meeting-house. From
where they were hiding, not only
Tranquillus’s door was visible, but
that of Valerianus as well, just along
the same narrow, cobbled street.
No visitor to him would go un-
noticed. The whole journey between
the two dwellings was under observa-
tion. But not only did nobody leave
by the flat door of Tranquillus during
those four nights, but nobody of any
kind at all visited Valerianus.

On the fifth night Tranquillus came
to his two companions excitedly. -

“It may be to-night,” he whispered
breathlessly. “The false notes have
obviously been read, for I found them
but now moved a little from where
I had laid them carefully, though
noticeably so only to myself. They
had been read while I was conducting
a criminal case in the Temple of
Apollo this afternoon.”

But in spite of his confident pre-
diction again nothing occurred.

“Have you advised well?” he asked
Sollius with some asperity when the
grey cold of morning came.
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“One more night, lord,” begged the
Slave Detective, “just one more. My
bones tell me it will not be wasted.”

“Well, it is your case,” muttered
Tranquillus, and agreed.

The fifth night had been cloudy,
but the sixth was moonlit. They
would have no difficulty, thought Sol-
lius, as he and Lucius reached their
post, in seeing any possible suspect.
Joined by Tranquillus as before, they
began their watch. That night again
only a few drunken slaves passed
by but, this time, no more secretly
hurrying Christians.

“You made the same excuse, lord?”
breathed Sollius.

“It is a good one,” the barrister
replied. “I often work so.”

He kept on yawning.

“I am horribly sleepy,” he com-
plained. “I suppose I work too hard.
But I have had a number of attacks
of acute sleepiness lately. Gods!™ he
broke off as the implication of what
he had said struck him.

“Did you take a drink before com-
ing out to-night?” asked Sollius.

“Cynthia brought me a spiced cup!
I always take such a drink when
working late,” he murmured, and
sank unconscious at their feet.

“We must let him lie,” said Sollius
coolly, “or all will come to nothing.
He may be clever in the law but he
seems a fool in life. Keep your eyes
on the flat door.”

They continued to watch, and more
than a full hour passed on through
the night.

“Look!” breathed Lucius suddenly.

Like a shadow into the shadows
moved a figure out of the door—a



feminine figure in a hood and cloak.

“So it is Cynthia,” whispered
Lucius.

“We must make sure that whoever
it is visits Valerianus. Be sure to keep
watching!”

The figure turned in at Valerianus’s
lodging.

“She will have to return,” said Sol-
lius, ““and that will be our moment.”

They stood motionless, peering out
from the alley’s mouth. Presently the
drug administered to Tranquillus
seemed to wear off, owing probably
to the chill of the night and his ex-
posure to it.

“Oh—nh!" he breathed heavily, and
yawned as he came to himself. He
scrambled to his feet, ashamed and

angered. “What happened to me,
Slave Detective?”

“You were drugged—as you’ll now
have realized, lord—but the cold air
has revived you.”

“Has anyone . . . left the flat?”
asked Tranquillus urgently.

“Cynthia,”  quickly answered
Lucius, “and again in your daughter’s
hood and cloak—or so it seems.”

“What!” exclaimed the lawyer.
“After her whipping? Where is she
now?”

“At Valerianus’s lodgings,” said
Lucius.

“Then why are we waiting here?”
demanded Tranquillus, taking a step
forward.

But Sollius put out an arm to pre-




vent his movement. He had heard
running steps approaching from the
opposite direction .

“Wait!” he whispered. “Let these
pass; we know that our quarry will
have to return.”

But it was one person only who
came hurrying by, a girl, and moon-
light for a moment showed up her
face as she passed quickly by them
and made a swift rush for the door of
Tranquillus’s flat.

“Cynthia!” gasped Lucius. “Then
who was the other?”

“Cynthia?” echoed Tranquillus.
“After her punishment?”

“Love in the young,” said the Slave
Detective sardonically, “can be wild
with daring—at least when the lure is
sufficient.”

“She shall be even better whipped
tomorrow,”” Tranquillus growled, “or
is it today? I do not like this, Sollius.
You tell me that someone left my
flat and went into Valerianus’s
lodging?”

“That is so, lord.”

“Oh, Helvia,” burst out the bar-
rister with a groan, “not you? You
have been as dear to me as if you
were my born daughter. Even against
the jealousy of my wife I have in-
dulged you—and now you've done
this to me! Who can still believe in
gratitude?”

There was a sob in his voice. Then,
after his outburst, silence reigned
among them as with varying emotions
they maintained their watch. At last
their straining eyes were rewarded.
The same hooded and cloaked figure
that they saw earlier emerged from
the lodging of Valerianus.
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“Helvia!” cried Tranquillus, rush-
ing out from concealment before they
could prevent him. “Helvia!”

“Let him go,” said Sollius, “it is his
problem now,” and he and Lucius
followed out more slowly, just in time
to see him throw back the figure's
hood.

As soon as the face was revealed
he cried out, aghast, “Claudia!”

She stood still; her expression
under the light of the moon was
clearly contemptuous.

“Do you expect,” she said, em-
phasizing every syllable, “to keep a
wife’s duty when all your hours are
spent on work, and when an adopted
daughter receives what tenderness
runs in your stony veins? Valerianus
at least can mix life with the law. I
love him—and have helped his career.
That at least,” she laughed, “you can-
not doubt. Well, divorce me,” she
added calmly to her silent husband,
and walked past him homewards with
a graceful disdain.

* * *

“I believe,” muttered Lucius rather
petulantly as he and Sollius returned
to their master’s house on the Esqui-
line, “that you knew the truth all the
while.”

Grateful after a long night for the
crimson dawn, the Slave Detective
smiled indulgently.

“She should not have been so eager
to put it upon the slave-girl,” he said,
“and should have hidden her eyes
when she saw what seemed such a
heaven-sent opportunity to lay a false
scent. I hope Tuphus the cook will
give us a good breakfast!”



PAYMENT IN FULL
BARBARA WYSOCKI

Illustrated by Buster

HE BUS SLOWLY
climbed up an an-
cient street, which
would be just wide
enough to let
through a cart piled
with hay. On one
side only there was a pavement;
on the other side, people pressed
against the walls, their arms out-
stretched, while the big green-painted
bulk passed by. It was the price paid
for progress in this small town in
Gloucestershire.

Carefully, the driver steered
through a narrow outlet into a more
spacious thoroughfare. There, on the
sooty, Victorian fagade of the railway
station, the hands of a large clock
pointed at half-past five.

Only then did Mary Bernard re-
member that she was travelling on
what was locally called the London
train bus. She also remembered some-
thing her son Charles had said earlier
in the day. With a faint stirring of
curiosity, she looked out. The street
before the station was deserted, with
the exception of a man waiting for
the bus.

He was slender, of medium height,
and wore a shabby, frayed raincoat.
Before he jumped on to the bus plat-
form, Mary had a glimpse of a round,
nondescript face under the low brim
of a hat; a face with a mean mouth

and hostile eyes. No, it can’t be that
one, she thought.

The stranger entered quickly, as if
he were in a great hurry. He took a
seat behind the driver. He did not
look at the other passengers, and they,
after the first swift glance, did not
look at him. Placidly interested, they
waited for him to disclose his
destination.

The stranger mumbled. The con-
ductor, surprised, corrected him:

“You mean, the New Vicarage.”

“lI mean the Old Vicarage,” the
man replied. “That’s where I'm
going.”

“But no one lives there.”

“Well, what do you know!”

The conductor shrugged: “Eight-
pence. The Old Vicarage.”

They were leaving the town; as the
bus gathered speed, mean little houses
on the outskirts streamed past.

Mary Bernard became conscious of
her own fascinated gaze glued to the
stranger’s scrawny neck, and tore her
eyes away. The war, she thought un-
happily, it must be someone from the
war. A war was like a hurricane; all
sorts of odd, foreign objects came
hurled from God-knows-where, to
litter one’s front garden. Sometimes it
took a long time to tidy up.

A portly old man behind the
stranger leaned over and touched his
arm. The stranger bristled under the
inoffensive tap. He turned sharply.






“The OIld Vicarage is empty,
y’know,” the old man said. “De-
stroyed during the war; a stray bomb.
Luckily no one was killed.”

“That’s fine,” the stranger said.

“No use getting out there, y’know,”
the other continued, eager to save
a fellow-man from inconvenience.
“Nothing around, only a house in the
woods where a writer lives, and an
old quarry that hasn’t been used for
years, y'know.”

“l know, I know,” the stranger
answered with some irritation.

“Why should you be getting out in
the middle of the woods?”

“I'm going berrying.”

“In October?” the old man asked
with amazement. He got no reply
and sat back, beaten.

It must be someone from the
war, Mary Bernard reassured herself
firmly, trying to smother the sense of
anxious disbelief that a man of this
sort, with his rude manner and un-
pleasant eyes, at some time, in some
way, should have fitted into the life
of her son.

Now the woods rose from the
plain, and the bus entered them like
a new country. Suddenly, it became
very quiet. The wide, streaming air
of the open countryside was caught
and stifled under the tunnel of trees.
A colonnade of tall trunks unrolled
quickly, their feet deep in the rusty
fire of the undergrowth. Mary
watched the stranger. His head darted
from left to right as he appraised the
landscape. A small, resentful twitch
of the shoulders intimated that he did
not like it very much. A city man,
Mary thought.
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In a few more minutes, she would
be getting out at her usual stop. The
locals called it the Old Vicarage. The
house had been abandoned long be-
fore the bomb dealt it a coup de
grdce; yet to the country folk, it had
remained a landmark.

Mary imagined herself alighting at
the Old Vicarage, with the stranger at
her heels. Should she address him?
Should she—while people in the bus
stared—introduce herself? She was
reluctant to do so, not only because
of social embarrassment. Deep in her
thoughts there shivered a faint warn-
ing of trouble, like a memory of night
thunder heard in one’s sleep. When
Charles had told her that a man was
coming to see him on business, he had
appeared quite composed. Or had he?

“What'’s his name?” she had asked.

“Freshman,” Charles had replied,
“Sydney Freshman.”

“I don’t believe I've ever heard his
name from you.”

“No,” said Charles, “I don’t believe
you have.”

Mary made a quick decision. She
rang the bell and rose swiftly. On her
way out, she had to pass by the
stranger whose name was, probably,
Sydney Freshman. She turned away,
but it was unnecessary; the man was
gazing through the window, squinting
with disgust.

The driver applied the brakes. He
looked up, and recognized Mary.
“Not your stop yet,” he remarked.

“There’s a short cut,” she replied.
“Thank you.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” the driver
sang out. Mary stepped down, to the



bite of sharp gravel under her thin
soles.

There was nothing but the forest,
smooth and undisturbed, along this
stretch of the road. An only side lane
was blocked off with a board. It
led to an abandoned quarry, gaping
like an ugly wound deep in the
woods. Someone—Mary noted—
probably pranksters, had tied a rag
over the board. The rag looked like
a remnant of a white-and-blue
checkered apron. An unsuspecting
person might wander into the lane,
which was very dark, deceptively
straight and smooth. The drop to the
quarry came suddenly. Then the un-
suspecting person might feel all firm

support snatched away from under -

his feet, with scarcely enough time to
cry out.

Mary’s respect for civic duty was
too thorough to permit her to hurry
home straight away. She stopped by
the quarry lane entrance. The rag
was intricately knotted, and as she
tried to untie it, she felt a tingling of
annoyance, making her fingers clumsy
and impatient. She tugged at the
knots; the rag rent in two, and
dropped on the grass. Black on the
white board, the large letters sprang
to view:

DANGER
DISUSED QUARRY

Mary sighed with some relief. She
crossed the road, and quickly walked
into the wall of trees on the other
side. At the far-off turn, the big
engine was heavily roaring away.

The old forest stood hushed in the
mellow calm of late afternoon. From
all sides, endless perspectives of dark
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tree trunks drew the eyes into the
mournful, faraway depths. Then the
house lay on the clearing before her:
an old gamekeeper’s cottage, over-
grown with rambling roses. In the
flowering season the place resembled
a setting for a fairy-tale. Now only
a few late roses were blooming in the
garden, and splendid chrysanthe-
mums raised their tousled heads
above the grass.

Charles waited at the gate. He was
still a young man, at the right side of
forty, with a thin face and pleasant,
clean-cut features which, at that
moment, seemed rather strained. His
eyes, beautiful, liquid-brown like his
mother’s, had a wary look.

“Hello, Charles,” Mary
“Everybody sends their love.”

He nodded, unsmiling.

“Didn’t you come by the London
train bus?” he asked.

“Yes, I did. I got out by the old
quarry sign.”

said.

“Any strangers on the bus?”
Charles inquired with apparent
casualness.

“There were some. I wasn’t paying
much attention. What have you been
doing with yourself?”

“Writing.” He hesitated, his hands
dug deep in his pockets, his eyes
moody “I've still got some work to
do,” he said finally. “I don’t know if
that man’s coming after all. I'll be in
my study.”

“I’m going to change.”

In her bedroom, Mary changed
from her town clothes into a pair of
grey slacks, flat shoes and a thick
yellow sweater, and sat before a mir-
ror to comb her hair. She gazed at her



own reflection with veiled eyes, with-
out consciously seeing herself. A man
could see a friend in his mother, she
thought ruefully. But how very little
I really know about Charles.

After a while, Mary rose and went
to the window. She saw the stranger
from the bus walking down the wind-
ing lane, which led from the main
road to the house. He came slowly,
almost fearfully, careful of old tree
roots which, like swollen veins, strove
to burst apart the soft layer of dirt
under his feet. His shoulders were
hunched, witnessing to his deep dis-
like of the time and place. There was
in his approach a sort of tight-lipped
resolution, which made it appear
ominous.

When he came closer to the house,
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Mary Under her
speculative look, the visitor set his
shoulders straight, and made an effort
to adopt an open, casual manner. He
screwed his face into a semblance of
a polite smile, and took off his hat.

“Good evening,” he said. “I'm
looking for Mr. Charles Bernard.”

Mary nodded. With a grave,
slightly puzzled expression, she dis-
creetly inspected the seedy figure; the
face with its pasty, unhealthy pallor,
and the eyes which did not quite meet
her own.

“He told me he was expecting a
visitor,” she answered. “You’ll find
him in his study. It’s the last door in
the row. You see, these were once
three separate cottages.”

“A nice place,” he said. “Quiet.”



“Yes, it’s a very quiet place.”

“You are Charles’ mother, I sup-
p°sc‘!’

“That’s right.” Trying delicately to
solve the puzzle, Mary added: “Did
you meet him in the R.A.F.?”

“Earlier than that.” His eyes flick-
ered with cynical amusement.

“Well—” Mary said after a pause,
and swung the gate open. “Come in.
Charles is waiting for you.”

“Thank you.”

She clicked the gate shut after him,
and followed him with her gaze. The
man knocked, and opened Charles’
door without waiting for a reply.

After he had disappeared inside,
Mary stood brooding for a while.
Then she walked quietly round the
house, and opened a back door. She
entered, and closed the door with
great care, because the new partition
walls were very thin. This part of the
cottage served as a living-room. It
had walls painted yellow, comfort-
able chairs and one small old paint-
ing over the fireplace. Usually, Mary
found it very restful.

As she stood hesitating, a sound
came from behind the partition which
separated the room from Charles’
small, low-ceilinged study. The sound
was that of human fingers drumming
on wood. It was so clear and sugges-
tive, that Mary was able to imagine
the two men: Sydney Freshman in a
stiff horsehair chair, with his elbow,
perhaps, on the arm support, betray-
ing his nervousness by a rapid drum-
ming of fingers; Charles, probably
standing, with his hands in his trouser
pockets, waiting for the other to
speak out.
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I know I should feel ashamed of
myself, Mary thought, and yet I don’t.
It’s too bad, but 1 have no time to
worry about it now.

She heard Sydney Freshman clear
his throat. Tentatively, he began:

“Im sure you're surprised to see
me.”

“You've warned me,” Charles re-
plied.

“I'm sure you've wondered what
had happened to me all these years.”

“Well, yes, I've sometimes won-
dered about you.”

“Hoping that you’ll never lay eyes
on me again?” There was a sugges-
tion of a sneer.

“What makes you say that?”

Sydney did not explain, but laughed
cynically.

“You've found yourself a nice
retreat.”

“It was cheap,” Charles replied.

“Not like the slums of Dover, eh?
Those were the days, Charles.”

“They were indeed,” Charles
agreed laconically.

Sydney waited for further com-
ments, which would provide him
with an opening; none came. After a
pause, he asked with a cocky chal-
lenge: “No drink for an old pal?”

Mary heard Charles crossing the
room. He had a corner cupboard of
dark oak, in which he kept his
liquor. Suddenly, Sydney asked:

“Which leg is artificial?”

“The left one,” Charles replied.
“Gin or whisky?”

“Good old whisky, every time. So
you’ve become a hero.”

His host came back to him. His



limp—usually very slight—had be-
come more pronounced.

“A war hero,” Sydney said taunt-
ingly. “A damn bloody war hero.
Little Charlie, a hero. It almost makes
me cry. These the books you write
for kids?”

The chair scraped on the floor, as
he rose. Mary guessed he was looking
at a hanging shelf filled with books
in coloured covers, as he began to
mutter: “Johnny's First Flight, by
Squadron Leader Charles Bernard;
Rescue by Helicopter, by Squadron
Leader Charles Bernard; Silver Wings
for Andy, by Squadron Leader—
Glory be! You've sold yourself very
nicely.”

“l don’t know what you mean,”
Charles answered. “I write books for
boys, and they seem to like them.”

“And you've made a pile. It’s a
nice gimmick, this ‘Squadron Leader’
stuff.”

“] am a Squadron Leader.”

“I know you are, old boy. I only
mean that these books sell better for
being written by a bloody war hero.
I've heard that the little blighters
simply eat them up.”

“Evidently you’ve made inquiries.”

“You bet I have. How else would
I've found you in this hole? You've
never looked for me. You’ve never
wondered what had happened to your
partner in crime.” Charles did not
reply. “I see you’re not very curious,”
Sydney said, noisily gulping down the
whisky. “Fill her up, old boy. Well—
I don't think it was very nice of you.”

“lI would’ve helped you, if there
had been anything I could do,”
Charles answered. “You know there
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wasn’t. Later, there was the war.
After the war, I was in the hospital.
You could have found me easily, if
you wanted to.”

“Not so easily—not from the
quod.”

“But—" Charles began, surprised.

“I know what you mean. I got four
years for our joint little venture. This
accounts for my war record. When 1
left, I found myself at a loose end.
I had to earn my living somehow, and
I didn’t fancy a factory job. Happily,
there was the rationing: a boom
period for people like me. And then,
bad luck struck again. Three years.
When I was my own man at last,
you'd gone to earth. It’s not very
easy to discover the hideout of a pub-
licity-shy author. But, here I am.”

“Why did you come, Sydney?”

“To dispel any anxiety you may
have felt on my account, dear boy.
To show I'm still alive. To give you
a chance of proving your gratitude.”

“Gratitude?”

“Don’t you think you owe me
something?” Sydney asked. “Remem-
ber that night on the coast, when the
guards caught me red-handed with
the cargo, and you ran away? I
could’ve split on you then, and there
would’ve been two of us sewing mail-
bags in Wormwood Scrubs, while the
Jerries were raising merry hell in the
skies.”

“It was pure chance that you were
caught and I got away,” Charles re-
plied. “If I had been caught, I
would’t have split on you; it goes
both ways.”

“I could easily have turned King’s



evidence, and got off free at your
expense.”

“Don’t be absurd. You were the
boss. And you shot at the guard. Let’s
not argue about it. I've asked why
you came, but I can make a good
guess. You want my help. I'll be glad
to help, naturally.”

“How very, very stiff and formal,
Charlie. Sad to think that once upon
a time you admired me.”

“True,” Charles answered wryly.
“What an ass I was.”

“Oh! So it’s like that, is it?” Syd-
ney exclaimed.

“Of course I was an ass. Barely
seventeen, very poor, my father dead,
my mother away, teaching at school,
my life drab and dull like a dish-
cloth; no wonder that you, with your
boat and smuggling tales, were a
symbol of bravery and romance. But
I’'ve witnessed some bravery since
then. As for romance, I threw it to
the winds when I was running away

from those coastguards, half-dead
with fright. It’s pointless to revive the
past, Sydney. It holds nothing we
could be proud of.”

“A closed chapter, eh?” Sydney
said. “With the difference that 1 had
to pay, while you ¢

“l think I've paid,” Charles an-
swered, with a slightly altered expres-
sion.

“Charlie, my boy, believe me: one
never stops paying,” Sydney said.
“Look at me. Have I ever been given
another chance?”

“I'm not in a position to preach to
you.”

“Right. You aren’t. This little ser-
mon will be delivered by me. You’ve
got off lightly for a long time, Charlie;
now you have to pay. And I don’t
mean your debt to society. As far as
society is concerned, it’ll have to
manage without the co-operation of
Sydney Freshman, Esquire. Let’s

spare society from the shock of learn-




ing that the celebrated war hero, the
author of all those books, so trust-
fully pushed into the hands of inno-
cent kids, is a man with a past. Al-
though, mind you, if I whispered a
little word, the police would have to
do something. Perhaps they wouldn’t
put you in jail, not after so many
years; but they could hardly ignore
the matter altogether, could they?
And the Press. Imagine what the Press
would make of it. An exclusive story
in one of those meaty Sunday papers:
‘In the Smuggling Racket with
Squadron Leader Bernard; Intimate
Confessions by Sydney Freshman,
Graduate of Wormwood Scrubs.” My
dear chap, you wouldn't sell another
line. By the way, I've met your
mother in the garden. Does she know
the secret of your past?”

“Leave my mother out of it~
Charles said sharply.

“If I possibly can, dear boy. There’s
also a girl you're planning to marry.
I've read about it in the social column
of the Sentinel. A county family!
Charlie, old chum, you've risen in the
world since those sordid days at
Dover.”

“You’ve said enough,” Charles
answered. “I understand you per-
fectly. How much?”

“Now you're talking,” Sydney said.

Mary Bernard heard him striking
the desk with a flattened palm. She
visualized him making this sharp ges-
ture of triumph, his eyes lit up with
cynical malice. At last, he seemed to
be saying, everything had been drag-
ged to the open.

The two men went on talking, in
cold, factual tones of bargaining.

Mary still listened, but her sense of
hearing seemed to be working only
in a wooden, mechanical way, over-
laid by a frantic rush of thoughts.
Finally she could not bear it any
longer. She moved cautiously to the
door, opened it, and crept out.

Mary Bernard saw Sydney Fresh-
man leave the cottage some time later.
The afternoon had already darkened
into dusk. The clearing lay gloomy
and deserted in the inky-black em-
brace of the forest. Only in the west,
the sky still shone with a pale, pearly
radiance.

Mary stood on watch at the far end
of the clearing. In the sombre shade,
she felt invisible and secure. For a
short while, she saw the bright rect-
angle of the open door; then Charles
withdrew into the house, and the door
closed, leaving Sydney alone. Quick-
ly, he walked away.

Mary turned and went through the
forest. The situation was slowly crys-
tallizing in her thoughts, emerging as
if from a haze in the shape of a few

“clear, disconnected lines. Her orderly
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mind picked them up and joined them
together. She fancied them arranged
in a geometrical figure: a triangle.
The apex, Charles alone in the cot-
tage. Herself and Sydney moving
along the two sides. The base, the
main road. A typical setting out of
the problem, she thought, for a mind
trained in cramming geometry and
algebra into resisting youthful brains.

Like a gallery of dull pictures,
Mary’s life had taken her from one
schoolroom to another, while Charles
was alone, in a cheap boarding-
school, spinning his desperate bright



dreams. All that had happened might
have been her fault. When her hus-
band’s death had left her with a son
of twelve, she was sorely tempted to
let herself go. to give way to self-pity.
She could have kept the child at her
side, and survived on the pittance
offered by unpleasant relatives-in-law.
She could have refused to honour the
dead man’s debts, and allowed the
name of Charles’ father to be
smirched in human memory.

The boy always understood why he
had been abandoned. He was proud
of his mother. If ever he held his
loneliness against her, the secret had
been well preserved by, perhaps, the
tear-stained pillow of his stark bed
in the school dormitory. Now, after
sO many years, they were at last to-
gether.

Charles would try to solve his
dilemma in his own way. This in-
cluded reasonable compromise, but—
contrary to Sydney’s fantastic expect-
ations—Charles’ earnings were only
moderate, and he would neither beg
nor steal for a blackmailer.

The trees ahead were parting be-
fore the open road, grey like a layer
of mist. Mary emerged from the
forest in the same place where she
had left the bus a few hours ago.

Shortly afterwards, walking up the
road, she saw Sydney from afar, like
a dark slim shadow, trotting a few
steps from, and then back again, to
the bus stop sign, as if he were tied
to it by a length of chain. A bit
farther, the sharp tip of the Old
Vicarage roof stood up alone above
the thick coat of ivy, which had been
strangling the old house slowly to
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death, with the passage of time. No
other human habitation was in sight;
no living soul was abroad. The trees
stood densely on both sides of the
road, their wide-spread branches in-
tertwining overhead. There was a
complete, windless silence.

Mary saw Sydney stopping, casting
his eyes around as if afraid some-
thing might spring at him from the
bushes; turning longingly to the
direction from which he hoped the
bus would come. Presently he became
aware of Mary’s soft approach, and
stiffened. Then he recognized her and
visibly relaxed.

“You're leaving?” Mary said. “I'm
sorry 1 didn’t have a chance to say
good-bye.”

Sydney, reassured, looked at her
with grim amusement. “I'm lucky to
meet you now,” he replied, “and I'm
sure we'll see each other again.”

She was silent for a moment,
ignoring his remark.

“I'm afraid the last bus has gone,”
she said.

“Oh! Too bad!”

“Yes, it’s a bad line.” Mary added
after a pause: “We have another line
running through the village. There
should be a bus in about half an
hour. But you’ll have to take a short
cut to reach the village in time.”

“Could you show me where to find
it? I'd hate to spend the night in these
woods.”

“No, of course you can’t think of
doing that. Come, I'll show you.”

He followed her some three-score
paces along the edge of the forest.
Finally, Mary stopped and said:

“Here.”



There was an opening between the
trees, leading into impenetrable dark-
ness.

“It’s a—path?” He tried to control
the apprehension in his voice.

“Yes, it’s a path. Not very often
used, but it’'s wide, and cuts straight
through the woods. You could almost
walk along it with your eyes closed.”

“It wouldn’t make much difference
at this time of the day, would it?” he
joked.

“It’s dark, but safe.”

“Well, I have no other choice.”

“I'm afraid so. In your place, I
would hurry; otherwise you might
miss the other bus, also.”

“Then I'll be going. Thank you
very much, Mrs. Bernard, and good-
bye. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

“Good-bye. T advise you to walk
quickly. You have only half an hour,
and it’s a long way.”

“I'll run,” he answered, laughing,
and raised his hat,

Mary remained where Sydney left
her, long after the sound of his quick
footsteps had been swallowed by the
forest. Far away, in the west, the last
faint radiance disappeared, sucked in
by the sombre horizon. Still no breeze
stirred. The minutes passed.

Suddenly, a long, lonely scream
rang out from the woods; and, as
suddenly, it stopped. Mary shuddered

and sharply raised her face. It was as
if she sensed something, someone,
swishing overhead in violence and
anger; then everything was still.

For some time yet, she remained
in the same spot. Slowly, she came to
realize that her body was shaking
with cold shivers, and her cheeks
were wet with tears. Around her, the
night spread in desolate emptiness
from which, apparently, even ghosts
were absent. Mary felt that all she
had ever possessed was forever lost,
forfeited in a terrible reckoning of
debts. All debts had now been fully
paid, save her own, for which no one
during her lifetime would ever exact
a payment.

After a while, Mary descended
from the road, and pulled out a long
wooden board from beneath the
bushes. Carefully, she placed it on
two wooden props, across the en-
trance to the lane. Even in the dark,
she could distinguish the large black
letters of the word: DANGER.

Mary still hesitated for a moment.
She looked questioningly into the
black emptiness beyond.

She was about to start back home,
when she heard a distant hum and a
faint tinkling of a bell. She stepped
back under the cover of trees as,
brightly lit, the last bus came crawling
through the night.



THE GATE
L. P. DAVIES
lllustrated by J. V. R. Davies

T BREAKFAST TIME,
a late breakfast be-
cause it was Satur-
day and so he
didn’t have to go to
the office, Hetty
said in a sour
voice, “The cows have been in the
vegetable garden again, Jeff. I had to
chase them out and then go and com-
plain to Mr. Butt. That’s the second
time this week. It would look better
of you if you'd do something about
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the fence instead of playing with that
windmill. If you must use the field as
a short cut then for heaven’s sake
make a proper gate instead of having
to take down a piece of the fence
every time you go through.”

He said, “I'll do it this morning.”
Then he looked out of the window
and added, “If the rain holds off.”

The gate itself could be made in
the shed. But first he would have to
dig the holes for the uprights and that
would take the best part of a couple



of hours. It was no use starting a job
like that and then having to give up
half-way through if it came on to
rain.

He stood on the back porch and
filled his pipe. Micky was playing
some private game by the shed.
Micky, with his narrow face and pale,
flaxen hair, took after his mother. Jeff
sighed. It was surprising how little he
had in common with his seven-year-
old son.

He walked slowly down the path
savouring the first tobacco of the day.
He stopped to look at what Hetty had
talled the windmill. The vanes,
mounted on a wooden derrick, re-
volved to lift an endless chain of
miniature buckets that scooped water
from one place and emptied it in an-
other. It served no useful purpose but
it worked and so he was satisfied. He
had once seen a picture of such an
apparatus and so he had made one
just for the pleasure of the thing.

Hetty didn’t understand the pleas-
ure that a man could find in making
such a patently useless construction.
The feeling of achievement was what
mattered. He was able to say to him-
self. “l saw this in a picture and I
figured out just how it had been put
together.”

Even Micky had showed little in-
terest. You'd think that any boy
would be excited over something that
worked, that did something.

He looked at the sky. The clouds
were thickening. The most he would
be able to do before the rain came
would be to mark out the places
where the holes were to be dug.
Making a gate was a very ordinary
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sort of job without any interest at all.
A boring job.

Collecting a spade from the shed he
skirted the slope that led to the
orchard and came into the vegetable
garden. There the loamy soil carried
the marks of the invaders. Three rows
of Hetty’s cabbages had been tram-
pled into the ground, partly eaten
heads lying about. The loose part of
the fence was flat on the ground. He
drove in the spade and rested his
elbows on the handle. The blade had
sliced into an ants’ nest. He watched
the panic scurrying of a myriad of
tiny black creatures, some of them
carrying oval white blobs. Eggs—? he
wondered, or were they called larvae?
He had done a little biology at school.
There had been an ants’ nest—the
teacher, he recalled, had called it an
ant city—contained in a glass tank
that stood on one of the window
ledges in the classroom. An oblong
tank, and one took away the covering
—there had been both a lid and some
kind of covering, as he remembered—
and there was the city of ants, a net-
work of subterranean tunnels alive
with tiny inhabitants. A cross-section
through an almost miscroscopic
world.

Leaning on the spade he tried to
remember how that world in a box
had been made. One put the soil in
first, he supposed, and then intro-
duced the ants, keeping the glass sides
covered until they had completed the
business of making their new home.
Then the coverings could be taken
away and there it was. ...

He supposed that that was the way
it had been made.



In the shed was a glass tank that
had once stood on the sideboard hold-
ing goldfish until Micky had lost in-
terest in them. Jeff knocked out his
pipe on the spade handle and went
back to the shed. He found the tank
on a shelf over the door. He emptied
out the accumulation of odds and
ends and then washed it with the
hose. A thin jet of water hissed sud-
denly from a new burst midway along
the length of plastic pipe. When he
had finished washing the tank he
wrenched the hose impatiently away
from the tap. He had already repaired
four leaks. Now a new hosepipe was
called for.

The tank under his arm he returned
to the broken fence and the ants’ nest.
On his way he stopped his son.

“D’you know what I'm going to do
with this, Micky?”

The boy eyed the tank. “No, Dad.”

“I'm going to make a city in it.”

“A city?”

“I'm going to put some soil in it
and then I'm going to put some ants
on top. Then they’ll burrow through
and make a nest and we’ll be able to
watch them through the glass sides.”

“Oh—" Micky said; “ants—" and
returned to his game.

Jeff chose soil that had a clay con-
tent and so should hold the shape of
the tunnels clearly. He part-filled the
tank, ramming it down tightly. He
used an old envelope to scoop up the
ants. He took the tank back to the
shed and found a sheet of glass to use
as a lid. Then he wrapped the sides
with brown paper.

When he went outside again it was
just starting to rain. In the cottage
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Hetty asked sharply, “Have you
started on that gate yet?”

He nodded apologetically at the
window. “It’s just starting to rain,
dear.”

“You don’t need to work out in the
open to make a gate,” she retorted
acidly.

“I can’t start the gate itself until I
know the measurements. I've got to
get the posts in first.”

She sniffed. “And in the meantime
I suppose Mr. Butt’s cows will just
be allowed to come and go as
they please, trampling all over my
few vegetables, those that they don’t
eat—? If it had been one of your
stupid toys you'd been working on
you'd manage all right then, rain or
no rain. But if ever |1 ask you to do
something, something sensible, then
you've always some excuse——""

There was much more in the same
vein.

He said weakly, “As soon as the
rain clears i

But it rained all day and on the
following morning he went down to
the village to knock up the owner
of the hardware store so that even
though it was Sunday he could buy
another length of hose. He met Mr.
Butt and they discussed the question
of the marauding cows over a friendly
drink.

Butt said almost jovially, “I had
another visit from your missis—what
day was it?—Friday. She chivvied
my cows out of her vegetables and
then came to tell me all about it. I
mean, I can’t keep the poor beasts
fastened up and after all, old man,
when you took over the cottage you




did agree to accept the responsibility
of that particular length of fence.”
He grinned briefly. “A real taste of
her tongue she gave me. ...”

Back home again Jeff went to in-
spect his latest toy. Already the thing
was taking shape, already there was a
network of tunnels filled with scurry-
ing creatures. He marvelled at their
industry and ingenuity. Then he re-
membered that they would require
food. Water would be easy enough;
all he had to do was make sure that
the soil was kept moist. But food. . ..
What did ants eat? He went back to
the classroom. Ants, he remembered,
were omnivorous. That meant that
they ate both vegetable and animal
matter. So that was easy enough.

Covering the tank again he went
out into the garden. Hetty came out
while he was probing for grubs in the
bark of one of the trees. She asked
about the gate. Evading the question
he said that he’d had to go down to
the village and that he’d spoken to
Butt about the cows. He said he'd
start on the gate that afternoon.

It rained that afternoon. He went
in the shed and made a pretence of
preparing the wood for the gate. He
took an old box to pieces. Some of
the nails were bent. He remembered
a puzzle made of intertwined bent
nails that he had had when he was a
boy. He tried to duplicate the puzzle
and was made happy by success.

The rain stopped after tea. At the
fence he spent some time in marking
the places where the holes were to be
dug. Then he went back to the shed
for the spade. He looked at the ant
city. The soil was there in the tank;

the network of tunnels was still there.
But there was no sign of any of the
inhabitants.

He inspected it from all sides,
frowning over the disappearance. The
lid was still in place, held down by a
piece of brick. The walls of the con-
tainer were solid glass. And yet, so
far as he could see, not a single ant
remained.

Back in the cottage he asked
Micky, “You haven’t touched the ant
city at all, have you, son?”

The boy shook his head. “No, Dad;
I haven’t even seen it yet. Is it ready?”
There was no interest, only a kind of
lackadaisical politeness in his voice.

And later, Hetty cried loudly and
indignantly, “I knew you’d be playing
with some toy or other instead of
getting on with the gate! Some ants
in an old tank? Why should I want
to touch the horrid things?”

When he got back home from the
office the following day his first job
after tea was to replace the vanished
population. Resting his elbows on
the bench he watched the newcomers
finding their way about the ready-
constructed tunnels. They raced along
aimlessly, exploring perhaps, scurry-
ing back and to, meeting sometimes,
stopping with antennae aquiver and
then seeming to recognize an ally and
hurrying off in some new direction.

Enthralled, he watched, trying to
trace the route taken by one partic-
ular ant, seeing how it would scuttle
along one passage to stop at the end
as if fearful of what lay round the
corner. And after a while he noticed
that some semblance of order, or
regularity, was taking the place of the
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previous aimless wanderings. A one
way traffic of minute black bodies
had developed along one particular
channel. They entered unerringly at
one end, scurried along, and then

And then they seemed to disappear.

But perhaps they were emerging
along some other exit that was hidden
from him. He turned the tank so that
he had a three-dimensional view of
one corner. Now he could see the exit
of the one-way traffic tunnel. And
certainly, nothing was emerging from
it. Puzzled, he turned the tank back
to its original position. Already the
passageways were nearly deserted,
only an occasional ant hurrying along
as if realizing it was being left behind
in some general exodus. An hour
after Jeff had replaced the first popu-
lation the tank was empty again. The
ants had found their way to one par-
ticular tunnel, had surged along it,
and then had vanished.

There had to be an answer. They
had been there and now they had
gone. They had found some way out
of their prison. He poised an explora-
tory trowel over the soil and then he
stopped.

This time he didn’t return to his
schooldays for help. Instead, he re-
membered something he had once
seen in a book, a book filled with
oddities that he had picked up one
day at the library. In it there had
been drawings of something called a
Meobius Strip—was that the name?
—and a strange container called a
Klein Bottle. They had both been
objects used to demonstrate some-
thing that was basically mathematic-
ally impossible. Strange shapes that
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hinted at, without proving, the exist-
ence of a fourth dimension.

He found a parallel in the maze of
tunnels that surrounded that place
from which the ants had vanished.
He used the back of an old seed-
packet to try and capture the intrica-
cies of that particular part of the
maze. But it refused to take shape
in one-dimensional form. His eyes,
searching the shed, fell upon the dis-
carded hosepipe. He went back to the
house for scissors and insulating tape.
He managed to avoid Hetty who was
working in the front garden.

Back in the shed he used a piece
of string to work out the lengths of
the ant excavations then multiplying
them by five, cutting the pipe into
appropriate lengths, joining them to-
gether with the insulating tape. When
he had finished he found himself
with an entwined mass of tubing with
an entrance at one side and an exit
at the other. And looking, he thought
wryly, not unlike the model of part of
the human interior which one might
expect to find in a medical college.

He propped it on the bench while
he tried to make sense of the shape.
Some of the side tubes might be un-
necessary. Perhaps only three or four,
those in immediate contact with the
vital central section, might be import-
ant to the mathematics of the thing.
Mathematics, he felt sure, was the
key to the whole thing. The key that
would open the gateway to another
dimension. He wondered if he had
made that door now and it was open.

In a small earthenware bowl he
found a handful of marbles. A glass
one was too large for the diameter of



the piping. A small clay one fitted
almost exactly. It rolled out of sight.
He picked up the tube-mass and
rocked it gently, distinctly hearing
the rolling of the marble as it found
its way through the maze. It rolled
out at the other end.

Disappointed, and yet in some way
oddly relieved, he tried again, this
time making sure that it found its
way along the central section. He
listened to the hollow sound of its
progress; he traced the sound the
length of the tube. It stopped sud-
denly. The marble didn’t emerge at
the other end. It had vanished. He
tried a second marble, this time guid-
ing it slowly and carefully so that it
crawled along the tubes. It disap-
peared as the first one had done.

Then, for the sake of his own satis-
faction, he took the construction to
pieces, inspecting each section as it
came apart. Each was empty. He laid
the pieces on the bench. Then, breath-
ing a little heavily, he leaned against
the wall and stared at them. Matter,
he recalled, can neither be created nor
destroyed. He wondered if that same
law applied to a new dimension.

He took his triumph into the open
air. He wanted to shout it aloud but
there was nobody to hear. And if
there had been, would they believe?
Or would they regard it as some form
of conjuring trick?

Hetty, he knew, wouldn’t even
bother to listen if he tried to tell her.
And even if she did, she still wouldn’t
appreciate just what had happened.
Micky was too young to even know
what a fourth dimension was. Butt—?
He would only laugh.
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Gradually his internal elation
waned. Once the initial excitement
had died he started to think about it
in more sensible terms. Making a
model was one thing: finding out why
it worked, a vastly different matter.
He went back to the start of it all. He
wondered whether the ants had hap-
pened upon that peculiar arrangement
of tunnels purely by chance. The
alternative suggested either instinct or
a knowledge superior to that of man.
He decided that they had achieved
their escape route merely by chance.
Then he wondered if the two marbles
he had sent after them had come out
in the same place as the ants. Or had
size, the diameter of the tube, any
bearing upon the destination?

Quite suddenly he realized that
there was no limit to the size of the
thing. So long as the linear measure-
ments were in the correct proportion
the tubes could be made wide enough
to take a man.

Deep in thought he wandered back
towards the cottage. Hetty was bring-
ing a basket of weeds from the front
garden. She asked sharply if he was
working on the gate. He told her that
he was going over to the farm to see
if Butt had any wood he could spare.

“I thought there was any amount in
the shed,” she said suspiciously.

“Not the right kind.”

“It wouldn't be,” she said bitterly.

He escaped as soon as he could. It
wasn't that he didn't mean to make
the gate. It was just that right now
there was something much more im-
portant to do. Something so impor-
tant that words would be inadequate
if he even tried to explain.



He found Mr. Butt in the dairy
building.

“A tarp?” he said in reply to Jeff’s
query; “what in heaven’s name do
you want a tarpaulin for?”

“I remembered that you'd just
bought yourself a new one,” Jeff re-
plied and improvized quickly, not
having anticipated the question. “I
mean, | can make a tent for Micky
and some of it would come in handy
for mending the roof of the shed.
And”—he finished lamely—*“oh, all
kinds of things.”

Butt winked a knowing eye. “One
of your fancy notions? You can have
the damned thing and welcome. It’s
all in pieces, anyway. It's only in my
way. You'll find it in the barn.”

“Wire—?" he wondered at the next
query. “What kind of wire? Barbed?”

“No—just ordinary wire. Only
fairly thick so that it’ll retain its
shape.”

“You are up to something,” Butt
grinned. “Does the missis know? 1
bet she don’t. You have a scout round
the barn. I reckon you’ll find two,
three coils of wire left over from
when I was running the fencing round
the west field. And listen, old man;
one good turn deserves another. Try
to keep your missis from rampaging
up here every time my damned cows
get in her garden. She comes driving
them back across the field like a
bloody avenging fury.”

Jeff lugged the first pieces of tar-
paulin across the field to the orchard
that same evening. He chose the
orchard as the site for the large scale
model because it was hidden from the
house, Hetty wasn't likely to go there,
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and because a tubular construction
made of tarpaulin mounted on coiled
wire would, at least in part, have to be
suspended from the ground by ropes
slung over branches.

He stopped work when dusk fell.
Over supper he told Hetty that he had
started work on the gate. He found a
certain humour in the remark. He
said he would finish early at the office
the next day so that he could try to
get it finished. She looked taken
aback and for once lost for words.

He finished carrying the tarpaulin
pieces the following afternoon as
soon as he had changed out of his
office clothes. His last trip to the
orchard was with four coils of wire.
Then he was ready to start work on
the assembly. But when he went to
the shed he found that the hosepipe
sections were gone. It didn’t take him
long to discover that Micky had
taken them and that already some of
them had been cut into smaller pieces.
He carried the tank of soil carefully
up the slope to the orchard, setting it
on a stump while he set about the
business of working out a new set of
measurements based upon a tube
diameter of two feet. By tea-time he
had made four of the sections, one
of them already slung from two
branches, held in shape by the coiled
wire and fastened with hooks made
from thinner wire.

The thing was finished just after
nine o’clock. Tired out, but filled with
a great feeling of satisfaction and
anticipation, he went in to supper. He
had checked off all the measurements.
He had carefully mended two tears
in the fabric. If his reasoning and



calculations were correct he had made
himself a gateway to the unknown.

After supper he returned to the
orchard, climbing the slope slowly,
his legs suddenly aching. In the twi-
light the thing looked like some mon-
strous, prehistoric creature, coiled
over the orchard floor, between the
tree trunks, up among the branches.
It was like a serpent, he thought, a
serpent from a nightmare or, incon-
gruously enough, like some fair-
ground contraption. It was ugly and
clumsy, and to anyone happening
upon it without knowing what it was,
probably frightening.

And quite suddenly he
frightened.

Here, down at the front, raised a
couple of feet from the ground, this

was
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wire and canvas cavern was the start
of a gateway. All he had to do was
climb into that opening, take the left-
hand passage and so come to that
central, vital part that was laid along
the ground between the tall grass so
that it could take the weight of a man.
And when he came to the end of it,
what then? Would he find himself
still in the orchard? Or in another
world, another dimension? Or would
there just be nothing?

It might be the gateway to death.

He was going to travel those pas-
sages. He was sure about that. But not
now. Not while he was dirty and
tired. He needed time to think, to
prepare himself. A man didn’t under-
take a venture of this kind without
making some kind of preparation. It




wasn’t a thing to be done on the spur
of the moment. There was always
tomorrow.

Deep in thought, the tank of soil
under one arm, he started to walk
back through the gathering darkness.
As he reached the corner by the shed
a sudden sound brought him to a
stop, swinging round, a pulse throb-
bing at the back of his throat. The
sound had come from the direction of
the orchard and it had been as if
something heavy had thudded to the
ground and then rolled, crushing with
sharp splintering the dried twigs in its
path.

He sought a reason for the sounds.
Perhaps—and he was relieved at the
possible solution—perhaps one of the
branches had broken under the strain
and had fallen to the ground. He re-
traced his steps, his eyes narrowed to
pierce the gloom. The second sound,
a duplicate of the first, came as he
reached the foot of the slope. He
stopped again, dismayed at the
thought of the construction collaps-
ing. And when he came to move for-
ward he tripped and fell headlong
over some obstacle that had been
hidden by the knee-high grass and the
darkness, the tank falling from his
grasp, spilling its contents on the
ground.

Rubbing a grazed knee he picked
himself up, puzzled when he dis-
covered the round boulder that had
been the cause of his mishap. He
stooped over it, wondering why he
had never noticed it before, running
his hands over the slightly roughened
surface. Certainly, the floor of the
orchard was littered with stones, but
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none so large, so rounded as this. It
wasn’t granite. It was of some red-
dish-brown substance, porous in ap-
pearance, and with streaks of lighter
red running across its surface.

Still rubbing his leg and limping a
little he went on. He found the second
of the strange boulders jammed
against the trunks of two trees that
grew close together. It was of the
same size and shape as the first one
but with a smoother surface and, so
far as he could tell in the half-light,
of an orange-brown colour. A trail of
crushed grass led back from it up the
slope. Frowning, Jeff followed the
trail to the clearing. His wire and
tarpaulin construction still hung un-
harmed from the branches. His feel-
ing of relief was swamped by vague
fears. He thrust them aside, telling
himself that he was over-tired. Bpt
for all that he hurried back down the
slope and was relieved when the
cottage came into sight.

Hetty was sewing; Nicky had been
put to bed. He spent a long time
washing himself at the kitchen sink.
This was the time of the day when he
usually settled down with the evening
paper. But tonight was different. He
sat in his usual corner with the paper
held in front of his face while he
stared unseeingly at the print.

He was frightened. He had to admit
that to himself. But the unknown was
always frightening. Now he knew
how those first voyagers must have
felt when they sailed their frail
wooden ships across uncharted seas.

But still they had gone, driven by
the power of wanting to know what
did lie at the other side. And they had



discovered a completely new world.

Hetty looked up from her work,
acknowledging his presence for the
first time. “Have you finished it?”

“Yes,” he replied absently. “Yes.’

“And about time too.” She lowered
her head to bite off a piece of thread.
“Now perhaps we’ll have a bit of
peace and I won't have to waste all
my time in chasing the cows back
across the field.”

“Yes,” he said again and came to
his feet, stretching. “I'm tired. I think
I'll turn in.”

He wanted to be alone for a time
but Hetty put her mending away and
said that she was feeling tired as well.
In the bedroom she started to draw
the curtains and then stopped, rest-
ing her elbows on the ledge of the
open window, sniffing.

“Jeff, can you smell something?”

He stood at her side. The moon had
risen, an orange-golden ball hanging
low over the dark mass of the trees,
making the shadowy sprawl of the
orchard a place of mystery. A sickly-
sweet smell came on the warm breeze.
He had never smelled anything like it
before. And sounds came out of the
stillness of the night; distant sounds
of movement, of creakings and rust-
lings. And over all a continuous
rattling, like the sound that would be
made if a handful of sea-shells or
marbles was to be gently shaken.

Marbles. One had been round, with
red streaks; the other smooth and
orange-brown. They had been just the
right size to fit the diameter of the
hosepipe. And now that they were
back they were the right size to fit the
gateway through which they had re-

i
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turned. Perhaps there was a mathe-
matical reason for that change in size.
Perhaps something to do with another
dimension.

Hetty cried, “I can see something
moving in the vegetable garden! It’s
the cows again. At this time of night.
I thought you'd fixed the gate?”

She hurried to the door without
waiting for a reply. He heard the
angry clatter of her feet on the stairs,
the slam of the back door being flung
open. He watched her hurrying down
the moonlit path, brandishing a stick,
her shadow dancing in mockery.

He thought about the ants, the
myriad of tiny scurrying bodies too
numerous to be counted. The smell
was growing stronger. The night was
filled with it and the sound of rattling.
He tried to picture how they must
look now, swollen, as the marbles
had been, to the size of the gateway.

Then he found his voice and
shouted frantically, “Hetty!—No!
For God’s sake come back!”

But if she heard him she took no
notice. She was in the shadows and he
heard her scream.

Marbles didn’t roll on their own.

Ants, whose instinct had led them
to find escape from a prison wouldn’t
voluntarily return to the same place.

Somebody had rolled the marbles
back. Somebody was herding the ants
back. Somebody who was perhaps as
angry as Hetty had been at the cows
that had broken into her garden. Jeff
wondered who or what would be
coming behind the multitude of giant
ants, intent upon retribution.

Standing at the open window he
watched and waited.



HELL HATH NO EXIT
FERGUSON PHILLIPS

lllustrated by Roy Jackson

T wAs wWITH a feeling of

mounting frustration that

Bede Downey eyed the oak

tree stump and that broken

gate leading into the field.

> Beyond the gate was a nar-

row, cinder path which

wound through spreading fields,

seemingly to nowhere. There was a

lifelessness about the unrelieved flat-

ness of the scene. Limpidly a spectral

mist rose from the pastures; white

tendrils curled towards him. He

shuddered. A sense of loneliness

suddenly engulfed him. He’d made

three attempts to reach the main

road, but each time he'd travelled in

a complete circle and arrived back at
this point.

It was Carruthers’ fault, he decided
irritably. If George Carruthers hadn’t
suggested this short cut back to town
he’d have been half-way home now.

The Carruthers had bought a new
house in the country, and he and
his wife Marie had been invited to
the housewarming. He’d had to leave
to be at the office first thing tomor-
row, but Marie had stayed on.

As he started up the car again he
wished fervently that he’d been per-
suaded to stay on, too. Then he would
have returned with Marie. Marie
knew this part of the country well.
She’d been born and bred in these
parts—she would know the way.

Half an hour later another diffi-
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culty, a slowly rising mist confrénted
him. As the mist thickened he left the
car and walked a few yards ahead.
There was a signpost at the junction
of the narrow roads. It seemed that
after all he wasn’t quite so far out as
he’d imagined. Bartan Crook was
only ten miles distant. Now if he
could get on to the main road. ...

Slowly he returned to the car. The
fog was quite dense now. Odd how
it crept up in these country places. He
put out a hand towards the door of
the car when to his amazement it
opened obligingly for him.

“Do come inside,” a man’s voice
entreated. “You're Bede Downey,
aren’t you?”

Downey took stock of the intruder
as he slipped into the driver’s seat.
The face was lean, almost ascetic. He
might have been around his own
age—almost fifty. There was a quality
about the man that was difficult to
understand.

“How do you know,” Downey be-
gan. Then he turned his head to
where his suitcase was up-ended upon
the back seat. The luggage label was
plainly discernible. Yet the man
didn’t glance towards the case.

“l know you,” he stated cryptic-
ally. “We've met, but you won’t re-
member where.” Downey fingered his
smooth, plump chin nervously.

“You've got the advantage of me
—your face isn’t in the least familiar.”



Suddenly he had a vague uneasi-
ness about the stranger’s presence
there. “You're wanting a lift?”

The man nodded, “Yes, please—to
Manstrie. I know the fog’s pretty
bad but it’s not a difficult place to
find.”

Downey started the car. “I'm lost
around here, I'm afraid, but if I can
find the main road again I'll drop
you off there, Mr....”

“Lawrence—Professor Lawrence.”
His face tightened resolutely. “Man-
strie isn’t so far.”

The car was moving on slowly.
Downey was hunched forward

peering through the fog. “I'm sorry,
Professor, but I just don’t want to

take any more unknown routes to-
day. I'm afraid I'm not too sure of
this district, and the fog doesn’t im-
prove matters.”

As the car crawled out of the rutted
lane the Professor maintained an
ominous silence. Downey took an-
other look at him. Odd that he
couldn’t remember meeting him be-
fore. A professor—with that strange,
yet unforgettable, air about him—
very odd he couldn’t remember.

“What’s your particular field,
Professor?”

“Research—the human field. May-
be I could explain later.”

“And when did you say we met?”

“I didn’t say when, Mr. Downey,




only that we have—but I'll explain
that later, too.”

Just when the main road seemed
farther off than ever, and they ap-
peared to be bound for the broken
gate and the oak tree stump again,
Lawrence said crisply, “Now—turn
left, and just a mile down the road
turn left again.”

A doggedness affixed to Downey's
jaw. Hadn’t he made himself clear?
Even if he knew where Manstrie lay
it would be impossible to find his
way back in these conditions. .

Lawrence glanced towards him.
His calm was frightening. “I've told
you, Downey—turn left. I want to go
to Manstrie.”

Despite his rising fear of the man,
Downey remained inflexible.

“I'm sorry, Professor, you'll have
to find your own way from here.
Maybe there’ll be another car——"

Instantly Lawrence’s hand was in
his pocket.

“No, Mr. Downey, I haven’t got a
gun, but I've got something equally
effective—a razor. Believe me, I can
use it, too. It’s part of my ‘field’ as
you might express it. Now—will you
be persuaded to go to Manstrie?”

Suddenly Downey bridled. He
wouldn’t be scared by this man—he
wouldn’t. There was just a touch of
theatre about the statement. ...

Slowly Lawrence’s hand came out
of his pocket. The razor was there
right enough. Cut-throat, murderous
looking.

“Convinced, Downey? Now don’t
tempt me to use it.”

Downey turned left. He was con-
sumed with terrible rage.

“So you want to go to Manstrie,
but why pick on my car? Isn’t there
a bus running?”

Lawrence replaced the razor,
though his hand remained in his
pocket.

“I don’t think you quite under-
stand, Mr. Downey. It’s you I want.
I’'m taking you to Manstrie. There are
people there who are interested in
you—no, don’t stop the car. Time’s
limited now.”

Just the same Downey braked with
a jerk. A terrible suspicion shook
him.

“Look, Lawrence—before we go
any farther I feel I'm entitled to an
explanation. Suddenly, out of the
blue, on an isolated country road, you
meet my car. How the devil did you
know I'd be there?”

Lawrence sighed impatiently. “I
don’t have to explain anything to you.
I know a great deal about you, and
your movements, but I can’t tell you
how.”

“This place you're taking me—what
isit?”

Lawrence glanced at him squarely.
“We need you. Oh, not only you—
there’ll be others before we're through
with our experiments. You're just
privileged in being one of the first.”

“Experiments!” Downey’s eyes
dilated. This devil! This nightmare!
was it possible?

Lawrence’s strong voice was con-
tinuing.

“In a sense you're a pioneer. Of
course I can’t promise you anything
as a reward. Afterwards—in your
condition—you won’t be worrying
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about rewards, though. Still, the satis-
faction of the——"

Downey’s hand slid out towards
the door, but Lawrence had antici-
pated the move. He pinioned
Downey’s thick arms in an iron grasp.

“My friend!” his tone was solici-
tous. “My fat, under-exercised friend
—you’ll have to be quicker than that.
You see I haven’t spent months of
thought and time on this little scheme
to be thwarted at the last minute by
you. Now—take care! I'm fitter and
faster than you by far.” He pulled
out the razor. “Remember?”

Suddenly Downey’s trembling
ceased. He closed his eyes with a
gesture of resignation. “Look, Law-
rence, you haven't told me what
scheme you and your colleagues have
in mind for me, but I can guess it’s
pretty devilish. Do you honestly think
you can get away with it?”

“We have up till now.”

Downey was trembling again.
“Why wait—get it over now.”

“Just like that—in the car? My
dear Downey, you don’t understand.
Our work may take weeks. Try to see
it from a more adventurous viewpoint
—first in the field—or one of the
first—that’s what you’ll be.”

Downey thought desperately. “The
police—I'll be missed—and when
they search—my car—that can be
traced.”

Lawrence gave him a pitying
glance. “You must consider us per-
fect fools, my friend. There’ll be
nothing to trace. Your car will dis-
appear as completely as you.” He
relaxed his hold.

“Now—drive on. Take the way I
directed you to go. My colleagues
will be waiting for us.”

Downey didn’t move. The terrible
look of resignation was back upon
his face again.

“Whether I go or not, I'll die—
that’s the way it is, isn’t it? I think
I'd rather face that razor now than
whatever you and your henchmen
have in mind for me.”

Lawrence shrugged. “No doubt,
my dear Downey—and we'd sus-
pected that this situation might arise
—so0 I've something to tell you.” He
moved into a more comfortable posi-
tion. “You have a wife—we will have
to consider her in your place if you
decide to do anything foolish.”

Downey’s hands were resolutely
upon the wheel again. He had to grip
on something—he felt physically sick.
Marie—there’d been no other woman
in his life! She spoilt him, and he
utterly adored her. No—they must
never touch Marie! The thought of
her—delicate, gentle, falling into their
hands, blinded him with passions of
fear and rage.

“Devils!” he cried brokenly. “I'll
go!”

The car moved on. The mists were
clearing but visibility was still poor.
Despite this the car gathered speed.
The fear and rage besotted Downey.
He did not know what terror lay
ahead, he realized only that there
was no escape. He would die—of that
he was certain—and he’d never see
Marie again. Life was suddenly a
nightmare which had to be endured
until the awakening—awakening! A
recklessness gripped Downey—no, of
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course not, there’d be no awakening
in this life! Faced with the thought
of his terrifying end, life was sud-
denly sweeter than before. He wanted
it to continue, just he and Marie—
the best years must surely be ahead
of them. ...

As the agony of this last thought
racked him, the car almost leapt over
the surface of the road. Lawrence’s
hand came down upon his shoulder
restrainingly.

“My friend—steady! Putting an
end to both of us won’t solve any-
thing. Remember my colleagues will
still be left, and your wife—"

Marie! Downey almost sobbed
aloud in grief. Yes—he must consider
Marie. Better that he. ...

Lawrence’s hand was swiftly upon
his arm again, but his manner had
quietened considerably.

“Stop—this is the end of the line,
my friends are waiting.”

As he slowed down, Downey be-
came aware of the men, broad, grim-
faced, standing quietly in the road-
way. He opened the car door but the
sight of their unflinching faces caused
him to panic. No—he must escape—
call the police! Then a strident voice
cried out urgently, “Right, Carl—get
him! Don’t let him escape.”

Downey turned to look at Lawrence
in final, hopeless appeal. For answer
Lawrence raised his hand and dealt
him a crushing blow upon the back
of his head.

Downey came to in a small, sunlit
room. Now there was no sign of
mists beyond the window. Little by
little his experiences were returning
to him. Then a man, white-coated,
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came into the room and stood by his
bed. Now he remembered everything.
Weakly he closed his eyes against the
man’s inquisitive stare. His head
ached violently.

“Better now, Mr. Downey?” The
man’s tones were oddly subdued.
“I'm Dr. Orton. You've had a nasty
blow but you're over it now.”

“What are you going to do with
me?” Downey asked the question
tiredly. Now he was here it was point-
less to fight.

“Do?” There was a hint of amuse-
ment in the doctor’s voice.

“Why—when your fit enough we’re
going to pack you off home.”

“Home!” Downey was suddenly
completely alert. “Where am I now?”

“You’re in Grey House. It’s a
mental hospital. Don’t you remember
—you brought Lawrence back.”

“Brought him! You mean he was
a patient here?”

Dr. Orton nodded. “He escaped.
He’s not dangerous as a rule, but he
suffers from hallucinations—and then
he’d taken one of the staff’s razors.
Some of my staff were going out to
join in the search for him when they
saw your car driving up.

“Then—all he pretended to know
about me—it was just guess work
after all. ...” His face began to
twitch.

Another doctor entered the room
just then. Anxiously he regarded
Downey who rocked with hysterical
laughter,

“That was a nasty blow he re-
ceived,” Dr. Orton said. “There’s
bound to be some sort of a reaction
to it, I suppose.”



THE LAST DEGREE
DOROTHY GARRARD

lllustrated by Vera Jarman

O HURRY UP,” I said
to Martin, scrab-
bling in the side-
board drawer for
my lipstick. “We're
always late.”

“Well, don’t wait
for me then. I don’t come on till
scene two.”

Through the mirror I saw him
shake his pen in the general direction
of the inkpot and drop a blot on to
the tablecloth, which he hastily
covered with his teacup.

“Oh, Martin, I wish you'd do your
homework in your room after tea.”

“First she tells me to get on with
it because we're late,” sighed my son,
gazing at the ceiling, “and then she
says—"

“But you shouldn’t take these
things on if you can't fit them in. You
almost fought Alan for the part, and
now—only three weeks from produc-
tion—you still don’t know the words.
The only convincing bit is where you
rescue Joan with that natty bit of
sword play....”

“Nag, nag, nag,” Martin mumbled,
and I saw he’d gone bright pink.

Several pieces of jigsaw fell into
place and I grinned to myself. Who'd
have thought it? Joan Scatton was
the pretty fifteen-year-old who played
the female lead, and I suddenly saw
why the ruffles on Martin’s cravat had
to be just right, and why he’d made

such a fuss when the breeches I'd
made turned out not to fit quite
right.

“Well, how much more homework
have you got to do?”

“Only maths after this and I'll do
that in a jiff. I'm brilliant at maths.”

“When did your trumpeter die?”
I jeered.

“Mr. Brandt says I am, anyway. I
break all the rules but the answers
still come out right. He gets mad
because he can’t follow my working
out; he says it’s unorthodox.”

“Does your school cap still fit?”

“Ha-ha!” Martin said, his tone of
voice consigning my humour to form
1c. “And if you don’t stop nattering
at me I'll never get done.”

“Well, don’t be too late. Mrs. Scat-
ton is losing patience with you. She
was muttering something about sub-
stituting Alan even at this late date.”

“She’d better not,” he said ab-
sently, turning out his satchel for his
geometry set. But I could see he didn’t
take me seriously. At sixteen he had
grown a protective skin around his
ego and nothing could puncture it.
He fancied himself in his old-fash-
ioned costume, and even if we grown-
ups looked desperately unimpressed
at the sight of his flashing sword and
dancing blue eyes above a ruffled
cravat, Joan’s moonstruck gaze still
gave the game away.

It wasn'’t far to the village hall, and
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in order to appease Mrs. Scatton by
being on time, I took the short cut
across the fields and through the
wood. I was halfway across the
second field when I found myself run-
ning. There was a slight decline, it’s
true, but nothing to account for the
way I felt suddenly pitched forward,
and the horrid feeling that as I put
each foot to earth it kind of slid away
behind me. The wood loomed nearer
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and I tried desperately to stop, the
trees were quite thick and the mist-
wet trunks coming at me from the
dusk looked uninvitingly solid. But I
couldn’t even slow down, and blun-
dered through the trees with my arms
outstretched to ward off the impact I
expected at any minute. On the other
side of the wood was the road which
was fortunately empty of traffic, for I
crossed it like an inebriated chicken



and landed with an audible thud at
the side of the hall.

~ Mrs. Scatton was alone inside when
I tottered through the door. She was
on the stage at the far end holding
on to the table, and so far as I could
see, she was grimly watching an
orange roll from the table to the
floor. I trotted the length of the hall
at the same unsteady pace and
fetched up against the wings, where
I, too, watched the orange. It ap-
peared to be quite round, but it didn’t
roll. It lolloped.

Still holding the table with one
hand, she retrieved the orange—
which had an important, though non-
speaking, part in the play—and held
it up.

“This orange,” she said, “is round.”
She said it fiercely as if someone had
disputed the statement.

“Yes,” I said. Nobody argued with
Mrs. Scatton.

“Watch!” she adjured me, pulling
back her sleeve like a conjurer about
to perform. When she let go of the
table she almost fell flat across it, but
recovering herself she put down the
orange and let go. There was enough
of a slope to start the fruit rolling but
did it roll? Not it. It jigged this way
and that as if it had a skinful of
liquor instead of orange juice.

Then all of a sudden, things seemed
different. I don’t know how, but it
was as if everything had suddenly
come back into focus. I hadn’t re-
alized they'd been out of focus, but
that’s the only way I can describe it,
like coming out of a very real day-
dream into reality. The orange
gathered momentum and rolled off
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the table, and when I bent to pick
it up my balance was quite normal.

Several of the others came in at
that moment, laughing and breathless.
Mrs. Scatton stopped gazing at the
orange which I still held, and recol-
lected herself.

“Where'’s
sternly.

“He’ll be here any minute,” 1
assured her hastily.

“And does he know his words?”

el . .

She seemed to be holding me per-
sonally responsible, and I felt an-
noyed with both her and Martin.

“If he doesn’t know them tonight
I'm putting Alan in his place.”

My heart sank. Mrs. Scatton was
a woman of her word and Alan was
certainly a good understudy. But
Martin was so right for the part and
besides, Alan was much slighter and
not so tall. The hours I had spent
making the costume fit Martin would
all be wasted. So upset was I that I
turned on Martin when he clattered
into the hall some fifteen minutes later.

“Your goose is cooked,” I hissed.
“She’s going to put Alan in it if you
don’t knowit, and you don’t, doyou?”

“I’ll get by,” Martin said airily, but
for once he was mistaken.

He was removed from the stage at
the end of Act 1, Scene 2 and his
rival took the boards.

At the point where Joan was to
receive a tender kiss on the cheek she
shot a pitiful glance across the foot-
lights to where Martin was fuming
at the back of the hall. I saw his fists
were clenched. Who knows how
many tender kisses he had stolen

Martin?” she asked



under the guise of practising, and
now his excuse for dallying with the
fair Joan was snatched from under
his nose.

“Do that again!” Mrs. Scatton
cried, “and Joan—try not to look as
if you loathed him!”

“I wasn't, but I'd rather have . . .
that is. . . .” faltered Joan, almost be-
trayed by her feelings into being un-
maidenly.

“Again!” Mrs. Scatton repeated
relentlessly.

After rehearsal we waited hope-
fully to see if Martin would get his
last chance. I had forgotten all my
complaining about fitting in home-
work, sewing costumes and hearing
lines (immediately forgotten) and
only felt smitten to the heart at the
sight of love’s young dream fainting
at the footlights.

“We’ll try you again on Friday,
Alan,” Mrs. Scatton told him graci-
ously. “You have a different manner
to Martin but at least you know the
words. Joan, I'll coach you on that
bit in Act 3 now, with Miss Hollis....”

We were dismissed. No lingering in
the gloaming for Joan and Martin
tonight. Martin followed me slowly
out of the door, his backward gaze
clinging to Joan's. We walked along
the road in silence until he suddenly
burst out:

“It’s not fair!”

“But you were told plenty of times
to learn the words,” I pointed out.

“I"d have known them on the night,
I always do.”

“Yes, but that’s not good enough
for the producer, and not fair on the
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others either is it? They depend on
you for their cues. ...”

“Oh, I suppose so,” he admitted,
“but I never thought Mrs. Scatton
would actually put Alan in my place.
She was in a foul mood tonight wasn’t
she?”

“It was that orange,” I said. “She
hates to be baffled.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The orange in the play, it wouldn’t
roll properly, it kind of . . . jigged
about. And another thing, while I
was coming here tonight. ...”

I told him about my strange gallop
through the trees and got quite car-
ried away by my description. But
when I finished, Martin was silent. I
felt a bit silly all of a sudden and
wished I hadn’t told him. Martin and
I had always been very close, but
there were times when I remembered
that he was a teenager with big plans
for putting the world right, and I was
an old-fashioned parent full of trivi-
alities and strange notions. I changed
the subject.

“Why were you so late? T didn’t
expect you to be more than five min-
utes after me, you and your mathe-
matical genius.”

“I lost a degree,” Martin said, after
a pause.

“You what?”

“In my first problem.” There was
a kind of wonder in his tone.

“I actually got a geometrical prob-
lem wrong for the first time in my
life. 1 lost the last degree.”

“Where did you find it?” I asked,
my humour reaching a new low, but
he didn’t notice.

“A complete circle is 360°, but I



could only make it 359°. It took me
a couple of minutes to find out my
mistake. I mean, a circle can’t be
round if there’s a degree missing, can
it2?

I shot a sideways glance at him, to
find he was shooting a sideways
glance at me. The incredibly impos-
sible answer to the lolloping orange
and my merry capering had hit him,
and he was wondering if I was bright
enough to have had the same idea.
We walked home in silence, over-
whelmed by each other’s perception.

On Friday we set out for the hall
in good time, as Martin had all week-
end to do his homework. He had
been very thoughtful all the week, but
now, walking down the road, he was
whistling cheerfully in my ear like a
cageful of canaries. I noticed that he
had a couple of school books under
each arm too—a strange thing for a
Friday evening. I looked at him sus-
piciously.

“What are you planning?”

“Planning? Why, nothing!” he re-
plied, his face brimming with aston-
ished innocence.

Everyone else was already there
and dressing for the parts. Mrs. Scat-
ton liked to have several dress re-
hearsals. Alan was being pinned and
tacked into the costume I had made
to fit Martin and I looked at him
coldly in spite of myself. I knew
Martin was in the wrong, but Alan’s
superior manner irritated me.

Martin sat himself at the back of
the hall and appeared to be taking
an intelligent interest in the play. I
watched him through a peephole in
the wings when I wasn’t on stage, and
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as the curtains opened for scene three,
he suddenly became furiously busy
with his books. He doesn’t want to
watch Alan kiss Joan, 1 thought to
myself sadly, but I was wrong. After
a minute he stopped work and
watched Alan make his entrance.

At this point there were usually
whispers of admiration from the
watchers, but tonight there were
giggles and smothered laughter. He
looked . .. wrong, somehow. Granted,
a tacked up costume can’t look too
elegant, but he hadn’t looked too bad
offstage. Now he looked ridiculous.
His hat, which should have been
worn with an air, sat flat upon his
head, and his angular face looked like
a caricature of itself. I saw Joan gulp
desperately as he staggered, rather
than swaggered, across the stage, and
I knew it was all Martin’s fault.

The stage floor didn’t look flat;
Joan wasn'’t affected because she was
sitting down, but Alan seemed to
have difficulty in directing his steps
towards her. He bowed and held out
his hand to help Joan to her feet,
then almost overbalanced. Joan sat
down heavily again and blushed at the
gust of involuntary laughter which
issued from the rest of us. Alan bent
again and unceremoniously hauled
her upright, then determined that the
show must go on, bent to kiss her
cheek.

What happened next is open to
speculation. Either Joan turned her
head the wrong way, or Alan mis-
judged the angle, for he kissed her
full on the mouth.

The script went to pot. Joan, who
should have dimpled demurely, went



scarlet, opened her pretty mouth and
yelled—

“Oh, you beast!” She gave him a
hearty shove which sent him sprawl-
ing, and furious at being made a fool
he yelled back at her—

“Oh don’t be so daft, anyone’d
think you’d never been kissed be-
fore!”

“Alan!” boomed Mrs. Scatton,
looming ominously above him.
“Don’t speak to Joan like that! And,
Joan—what do you mean by getting
temperamental? You never made all
this fuss with Martin!”

“He doesn’t kiss like a wet fish!”
shricked Joan, quite beside herself,
“and he doesn’t take liberties either!
You're supposed to kiss me here!”
she went on, stabbing at her dimpled
cheek with a fierce finger.

I looked from the bewildered and
cowed hero to Martin, standing at the
back of the hall. It was rather dim
back there but he had a grin from
ear to ear, I could see that.

“We’ll do that scene again,” Mrs.
Scatton said grimly.

“No we won't!” shouted Joan.
“Not unless you give Martin his part
back!”

We could see that Mrs. Scatton was
sadly disappointed in Alan. Joan’s
was a large part and she did it beau-
tifully. But the producer could not
allow herself to be dictated to, so she
compromised.

“We'll try Martin in that scene and
see if he knows it. I can’t understand
you, Alan, you were so good on Mon-
day, but tonight you turned it into
complete farce!”

She turned to my son, who was
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scribbling industriously in one of his
books.

“Martin!”

He was word perfect. We sighed
with delight at his tender wooing of
Joan, and Mrs. Scatton was soothed
into reinstating him with many words
of warning.

Joan had to stay behind for some
minor costume alterations, and in
view of his uneasy relationship with
her mother, Martin wisely decided
not to push his luck too far in one
night. He walked home with me
under the stars.

“Martin,” 1 said, breaking the
silence, “what was it you were doing
for homework tonight?”

“Oh, just a little problem about
angles,” he said carelessly.

“Funny it wouldn't come right
while Alan was on the stage.” Then
his tone changed.

“You know what happened, don’t
you? I don’t know how, but it did
e CIAn'E It

I knew what he meant. “Yes,” I
said. “It was all your doing.”

“It’s a bit—frightening,” he said,
after a minute. “All that power . . .
I feel sort of apart from everybody.
It puts me on my own, if you see what
I mean. Different.”

The time was ripe. I had scarcely
dared hope for this, but it was true.
“Martin, I've got something to tell
you.”

Xesl

“You wouldn’t remember this, it
happened before you were born,” I
said carefully. “But when I was about
fourteen, an island vanished in the
Pacific Ocean. It was only a coral



island, no inhabitants or anything,
so it didn’t really matter....”
“Yes?” said Martin again. I didn’t
blame him for sounding puzzled.
“Well, I happened to be drawing a
map at the time, and I missed a bit
out. It was the first mistake I ever
made in geography—and the last.”

“Fancy that!” said Martin inade-
quately after a moment. I felt his arm
pushed through mine and we walked
in companionable silence.

“I say, do you think we could have
had a careless ancestor round about
the time of Atlantis?”

IN AND OUT OF THIS WORLD
(‘London Mystery® Selection No. 55)

It’s best to make it clear right from the start

This issue had some grisly tales to tell,

Grim yarns in which Non-humans played their part. . ..
We learnt of nameless horrors which befell

The sculptor who had essayed ‘modern art’

On black and alien stone. We must not dwell

Too much upon those forces which can reach

The human mind—but ‘brain-hook’ did it well. . ..
And then that hut beside the haunted beach,

A seeming haven—well-lit, safe and warm;

Yet any man will hear, above the screech

Of high winds and loud rising storm

Sweet voices not of earth which promise death. . ..

A cat comes next, assuming flesh and form

As one’s dead sweetheart, drawing life and breath
From God knows where . . . and we need nerves of steel
To contemplate these horrors—they’re too real!

82

NORMAN D. PavITT



" THE SHADOW
ROSEMARY TIMPERLEY

E NEVER SAW it face
to face. Only out of
the corner of his
eye. But when he
looked round, it
had gone.

At the start he
thought he must be imagining it. He
even had his eyes examined, but the
oculist said they were all right. He
became nervous and afraid.

He wasn’t even sure what it was—
a shadow—a vague figure, the size of
a man—but not a man—not solid at
all. Sometimes, working hard at his
desk—he was an income-tax inspec-
tor for his area—he would forget all
about it. And then it would come
closer. He'd suddenly be aware of it
right by his shoulder, almost touching
him. He'd turn, stifling a cry. There
was nothing there.

Others in the office began to talk:
“Noticed old Forbes lately? He isn't
half jumpy” ... “Yes. Keeps looking
over his shoulder. The other day I
asked him what he was looking for.
He said, ‘Nothing,” but he was white
in the face, almost green . . . going
round the bend if you ask me.”

He wondered that himself. Was he
“going round the bend”? Madness
often did begin with “seeing things”
—persecution mania. But sufferers
from that mania usually have some
idea of what they're being persecuted
about. He had no idea at all. His
conscience was clear.

Sometimes, when he’d started his
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job as tax inspector, he'd felt a pang
when he had to demand large sums in
tax from people who could no longer
afford it. Their own faults, of course:
these freelance types who had to pay
tax on their previous year’s earnings
and never remembered to keep
enough by. Then they were in queer
street. But it wasn’t his fault that he
had to hound them. He was only do-
ing his job. And he'd very rarely had
words with a tax-payer, or non-tax-
payer. When they came to see him he
was polite and helpful. He'd even
been thanked—and that was more
than could be said for most people
in his position.

His conscience was clear. Yet he
was haunted by this—what?

It was three weeks before Christ-
mas that the haunting had begun.
That was the period when he sent out
demands, telling people how much
tax they owed and asking them to
pay it “on or before January 1st” of
the coming year. Quite a few of them
paid up before January Ist. This
always gratified him. Why couldn’t
everyone be like that? But it was
when those early cheques were
arriving that he’d first noticed the
shadow.

One day, in the week before Christ-
mas, he went to a restaurant for lunch
as usual and sat alone at a table. Not
that he felt alone. He was aware of
the shadow lurking there but schooled
himself not to look round.

A woman came in, slender and



dressed in black. There were several
free tables, but she moved slowly to-
wards Forbes and sat opposite him.
He was embarrassed, and thought she
was trying to pick him up. He cleared
his throat and concentrated on his
steak and kidney pie. Not that he was
hungry. He was never hungry now.

She sat there looking at him, then
said “I’m sorry—but 1 had to sit here
—I had to—1I don’t usually come to
this place—I hadn’t intended to—I
don’t know why——"

She sounded so distressed that he
said kindly: “That’s all right,” and
thought: Perhaps she’s afraid to be
alone for some reason, poor woman.

“Did you know my husband?” she
asked abruptly.

“I don’t think so. But if you’ll tell
me your name——"

“Mrs. Sharpley.”

“No.” He shook his head. Then he
remembered something. Only two
weeks ago he’d received a cheque in
payment of tax from a man called
Peter Sharpley, a freelance artist who
scraped a meagre living.

“Unless it’s Peter Sharpley, the
artist,” he said.

“You did know him!”

“Not by sight. I know of him.”

“He’s here.” She was looking round
in a panicky way. “I can’t see him,
but I felt it as soon as I came in—
he’s here——"’

“But surely you'd recognize him if
he were here,” Forbes said humour-
ing her.

“He died two weeks ago,” said
Mrs. Sharpley.

“I'm so sorry.” Forbes wondered

what he should do for the demented
woman.

“He went out to the post. When he
got home, he collapsed with a heart
attack and died within the hour. And
now—he’s here—with you——"

“What was he posting?” Forbes
had no idea why he asked this. It was
as if some outside force compelled
him.

“His income-tax cheque,” she said.

“I got the cheque.”

“You got it.”

“Yes. I'm the tax man.”

“Why do I have this queer feeling

that my husband is around, wanting

]

me to speak to vou——’

“I don’t know,” said Forbes. “But
I'm haunted, too.”

They looked at each other.

“Tell me some more about your
husband,” said Forbes.

“He’d been unwell for some time.
He wasn’t a successful artist, but he
wouldn’t give up. He worked himself
to a shadow.”

Forbes started slightly at the word
“shadow.”

She went on: “The irony is that
although he worried himself sick over
paying that tax—he was very con-
scientious—he needn’t really have
paid it before January Ist. He
needn’t have paid it at all. But he
didn’t know he was going to die, poor
darling.”

“It was fourteen pounds, five
shillings and ninepence,” said Forbes,
trembling slightly, terribly aware of
the shadow just behind him.

“What a memory! Yes, it was
something like that.”

Forbes could never understand
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what made him do what he did next.
He knew only that he was compelled.
He got his own cheque-book from his
pocket and made out a cheque to
Mrs. Forbes for fourteen pounds, five
shillings and ninepence.

“You must take it,” he insisted. “I'll
make the necessary adjustments at
the office. Please take it. It’s yours.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“I’'m not sure—but please!”

She took the cheque and said:

“You know—when I said I felt my
husband’s presence here, it was true—
this isn’t a confidence trick.”

“I know it isn’t.”

“But I don’t feel he’s here any
more,” she said. “You've been se
kind. Good-bye.” And she left.

Forbes finished his lunch. Suddenly
he was very hungry. And he felt
wonderfully free.

For the shadow had gone.
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ES, I THINK I know
what happened to
Everitt Fairchild,”
said Hanley slowly
\, in answer to my
question. “But I'm
not sure, even now.
When I look back at the whole thing,
I find myself wondering whether I
mnagined most of it; whether I was
influenced by Fairchild’s personality
nto seeing more behind what was
probably a perfectly normal land-
scape than actually existed at the
®me in question.”
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He paused for a moment, staring
down into the heart of the cheerful,
blazing log fire in front of us,

The comfortable lounge of the
Club was empty but for the two of
us, and the daytime roar of the city
traffic had dulled to a low murmur
outside. I waited expectantly for him
to continue his tale.

“Ireland’s a strange country, you
know,” he went on presently. “I
think we English people really don’t
quite understand how very different
it is from England. We imagine that,
because it's part of the British Isles,



it must be just the same. Nothing,
actually, could be further from the
truth. Have you ever been there?” he
asked me. I shook my head. “The
further west you go, the more you
come to realize the difference; the
inexplicable feeling that you have
stepped into a world where something
rather weird, rather bewildering has
happened to both time and the world
as we know it. It is almost as though
you had passed gradually into a com-
pletely different dimension; a queer,
sometimes rather frightening sensa-
tion, which is difficult to define.”

Seeing the look of astonishment on
my face, he broke off and grinned
ruefully.

“Yes, I know. Coming from me, a
remark like that probably does sound
pretty idiotic, which is why I said
at the beginning that I only think 1
know what happened to Everitt Fair-
child, but can’t be sure. But, let me
begin at the beginning.”

This was the story he told me.

Last autumn, as you know, I came
back from that disastrous climb in
the Karakoram mountains. We lost
three Sherpas in the avalanche on the
Hispar glacier, and poor old West-
bury went too, you remember? I was
stuck on a ledge in a blizzard for two
days and got badly frost-bitten; had
to have my right foot off, which
wasn’t much of a joke, but there you
are. When I came out of hospital,
after my return home, I felt
thoroughly sorry for myself, and
completely browned off. Climbing
was my life. I hadn’t a single idea in
my head of what to do next. It would
have been different if I had qualified

87

on the scientific side of things, as you
and Fairchild did, but—oh, well,
that’s not the point. The thing is, that
last February, Everitt wrote, very
kindly asking me whether I'd care to
join him in Ireland, for a month or
so, to recuperate. He was doing some
private survey work for an American
he had met in Bolivia, when he was
over there on that last expedition.
This man, he told me, had bought
some valley or other out in Ireland,
on the west coast, hoping to make
the place into a sort of self-contained
tourists’ paradise.

To tell the honest truth, I wasn’t all
that keen at first. A tourists’ paradise
sounded right out of my field of in-
terests, but I had never been to Ire-
land and somehow, as I was at a loose
end anyway, I decided to accept.

Donegal is quite unlike any other
part of that country. To begin with,
it hasn’t really been discovered yet,
by the general run of tourists. In
places you can get right off the map,
into completely unspoilt country, in
less than an hour’s drive into the hills.
Everitt, I discovered, was staying in a
tiny, thatched cottage which had no
amenities whatsoever, and stood at
the end of a rutted lane, about six
miles from the nearest village. He
rigged me up a hammock, which he
strung from two great hooks in the
rough-plastered walls, across one
corner of the living-room. He himself
dossed down on a camp bed. We
lived pretty rough and I hadn’t been
there longer than a week, before I felt
anew man.

It took me a week longer than that
to realize that something odd had



happened to Everitt. He had always
been a bit of an introvert as you'll
remember yourself; never talked
much, at the best of times. But now,
he seemed to be even more secretive
than ever. I occasionally caught a
look of bewilderment on his face.
No, perhaps that’s not quite the right
word. Frustration? Fear? It's diffi-
cult to say exactly, but I felt certain
that something was bothering him;
something which he couldn’t combat.
You know what he was like when
faced with any tough problem? He'd
worry away at it, like a terrier at a
badger’s set, until he'd got the better
of it. But this time it was different,
somehow.

For the first two weeks, I spent
most of my time in and around the
cottage, getting used to my wretched
foot. Everitt went off early in his car,
to supervise the work in the valley.
He would come back in the evenings,
when the light went, but sometimes
he’'d be later than that, and it was at
such times that I noticed his unusual
air of preoccupation.

He told me quite a bit about his
work and it sounded interesting.
About four miles from the cottage, to
the north, a range of hills rose up
abruptly from the moors to about a
thousand feet. They were known
locally as the Devil’s Backbone, with
reason, I felt later, and ended to the
east in a massive, precipitous cliff
which dropped straight into the sea.
The western end sloped gradually
downward in a series of lesser hills to

- the moors. About half-way along, two
jutting spurs stretched out like a
crab’s claw, to the north-east, form-
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ing a deep, narrow gorge; a gigantic
fault in the formation. This was the
bit of land the American had bought.
I suppose it was hardly a mile across
at the widest point, and was almost
completely closed at the open end
by a huge, rounded boss of granite,
which had been belched up from some
great, internal earth upheaval, to rise
about eight hundred feet above the
floor of the valley.

When Everitt asked me, one Sun-
day, if I'd like to see what they had
been doing over there, I agreed to go
like a shot. I was getting a bit tired of
my own company, day by day, at the
cottage, and welcomed a change of
scenery. Besides, I was intrigued. I
thought I might get some clue to the
mystery behind Everitt’s behaviour.

It was one of those harsh, blustery
days which you get in Donegal. The
sun shines, there’s hardly a cloud in
the sky and the hills are nearly black,
but the wind seems to blow with a
malignant force, without rhyme or
reason, and from every quarter. The
odd thing is, that there is such a noise
going on everywhere; a sort of pant-
ing roar, which seems somehow in-
explicable in such a barren, open
waste. You could understand it if
there were trees about, but there isn’t
a tree to be seen between the cottage
and the foothills; only the occasional,
huge, erratic boulder, dwarf gorse,
heather and tufts of half-dead grasses.

The track—you can’t call it a road
—winds over the moors for mile upon
empty mile. Nothing to see but granite
outcrops and bog-holes full of still,
black water. An odd crow or two
would flap away from the edge of



the track, or a gull soar inland from
the sea. There were a few miserable-
looking hill sheep grazing on the
poor pasture, which bounded off
when we came near them, but there
wasn’t a sign of human life anywhere.
You see a lot of ruined houses and
farmsteads in Ireland, but there
wasn’t a ghost of one there. I'd never
seen anything so bleak and desolate.

We climbed up the steep side of
the range in a series of poorly-laid
hairpin bends, which Everitt faced
with practised care. The lane was full
of pot-holes and sometimes was half-
blocked by stones which had fallen
down from the sides of the banks
above. As we reached the crest, the
wind started blowing half a gale,
rocking the car, and I was surprised
when, after driving for several miles
along the top of the hills, he drew
the car into the right-hand verge and
put on the brake.

“Look down there,” he said, point-
ing out of his window. “The valley
is just below us.”

From that high vantage point, the
view all round was stupendous. You
could see for miles. The atmosphere
was extraordinarily clear, and from
where we were sitting, the whole of
the rolling Donegal Highlands seemed
to stretch out and surround us in a
wealth of ink-blue masses, like some
contorted scene of enormous, frozen
waves. Here and there you caught
sight of a lough, pewter-grey in the
depths of a distant valley, and the
sea lay spread out beyond, to the
horizon, an angry deep blue, which
echoed the cloud-shadows on the
surrounding hills.
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Following his pointing finger, I
looked past Everitt and down over
the expanse of rough-grazing land,
which stretched out to end in a sud-
den dip in the ground. It was, I found
out later, the lip of a precipice which
plunged down to a jumbled, boulder-
strewn scree on the floor of the valley
itself. The gorge was narrow and ran
for rather more than three miles be-
tween high-sloping, heather-covered
cliffs to the far end. I couldn’t sce the
stretch nearest to us, but the whole
place looked utterly wild and savage.
The last spot on earth which anyone
would choose to make into a tourists’
heaven, I thought. Some valleys have
a warm, sheltering, welcoming look
about them. This one not only looked
godforsaken and forbidding, but al-
most hostile in its desolation. An odd
light seemed to fill the air above it
and I asked Everitt if there was a lake
below the precipice, to account for it.
He nodded.

“Yes, there is,” he told me. “We
were supposed to be bringing the road
through the valley to the edge of it,
where they planned to build a hotel
or something.”

“Funny sort of a place for a holi-
day camp,” I mused.

Everitt laughed suddenly. “Impos-
sible,” he said shortly and, without
explaining himself further, started the
car and drove on.

The track left the hills in a series
of twisting downhill bends, until we
found ourselves driving over the
moors again, on the other side of
the eastern hills, which formed one
wall of the valley. Half an hour later,
we arrived at a cross-roads below a



steep spur and once more Everitt
stopped the car. We were now facing
the mouth of the gorge. Our track
meandered away to the right, to-
wards the coast, while the other lane
curved downward, to the left of us,
and disappeared out of sight in the
valley, under an overhanging cliff. It
was a brand-new track, the metalling
neatly overlaid with cold tar and
granite chips. In ‘that uninhabited
spot, it looked utterly incongruous.
Almost exactly opposite us, two
thousand or so yards away, that
strange, enormous, bulging boss of
naked granite reared up out of the
dead heather, hiding the rest of the
valley from view. The top of a mons-
trous, blind, black skull: that was
what I thought, the first time I saw
it. There wasn’t a tuft of grass on it.
It was smooth and rounded and, on
that vast scale, looked somehow
obscene against the heather and grass-
covered shoulders of the other hills.

“He must have been mad!” Everitt
exclaimed suddenly.

“Who?” 1 asked, startled out of
my reverie.

“Petersen. He bought the place,
site unseen. He must have been mad.
A holiday camp!” Again he gave that
short bark of laughter. Then he
added, in a changed tone, “The work
has come to a standstill.”

“Why?” I asked.

There was a long silence before he
spoke again. He was staring at that
mass of black granite before us and
when he did speak, the words seemed
to have been dragged up reluctantly,
from somewhere deep in his brain.

“There were too many of them.”

“Too many of what?” I asked im-
patiently.

“Bones,” he replied.

The sky seemed to have darkened
and the sound of the wind, heightened
by the steep, enclosing walls of the
valley mouth, swept down over us
with a deafening roar and then, as
quickly, died away completely, leav-
ing an eerie silence in its wake.

I turned quickly to face Everitt.
“Bones?” I asked. “What sort of
bones?”

“We found the first of them just
inside the mouth of the valley,” he
began meditatively. “Sheep, mostly.
We had to blast the rock to get the
road through there, and when the
men started using picks, they found
them. Just a few at first. It didn’t
bother them then. That was right at
the beginning. They weren’t local
men, either. No man from this dis-
trict would take on the work. I had
a hell of a time getting labour, and
now—?” His voice trailed away into
silence.

“And now?” I prompted, at last.

He seemed to pull himself together
with an effort before continuing, jer-
kily at first, and then more steadily.
“Yes, they were only sheep bones at
first; old ones, mostly. But the job
was devilish, right from the very start.
We had to blast four times in the
first half mile and twice we struck
water. Two men were badly injured
by falls of rock, and one of them
died.

“Then, after a bit of good going,
we struck a patch of bog. I've had
that trouble on Dartmoor, but not
here; not before now. It was the



wickedest mile of filth I've ever
known. The stench alone was enough
to kill you. The men started playing
up and when the head ganger left,
after a dispute, I had merry hell get-
ting another man to replace him.
And, all the time we kept finding
bones. A skull, first. A man’s skull.
Of course, I called in the local police,
but it was very old; half rotten. They
got in touch with the department
dealing with antiquities.” Once more,
Everitt chuckled mirthlessly and
nodded his head.

“They sent down a learned profes-
sor from Dublin, and a team of
enthusiastic young students; archae-
ologists. They ferreted about for a
week. Not longer, though. Just one
week. You see, there were too many

bones. Not whole skeletons, mind
you. They said that they would have
understood that, These were just loose
bones, lying higgledy-piggledy;
masses of them, not in layers, but
crammed into the earth. The students
dug a pit twenty feet wide and a
hundred feet long, and tried to make
out how many bodies had been buried
there, from the surface, right down
to bed-rock. They couldn’t come to
an agreement on it and, anyway, by
the time they’d half-finished that, the
place and the smell seemed to be
getting on their nerves.

“One young chap cracked up com-
pletely and I think that finally put
them off; gave them the excuse they
were looking for. Anyhow, they went
soon after. The professor said that it
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appeared to be part of a plague pit,
probably dating back to medizval
times, or earlier. But he didn’t seem
to be very enthusiastic about it by
that time, either, and was apparently
glad to leave. No one has been here
since.

“We went on with the road, while
they were working there, but had to
stop later. There is a high ridge of
gravel, about a mile from the lake,
which took an age to cut through,
and just after we started work on it,
last week, the bulldozer was involved
in a nasty accident. Part of the road
which we had just completed over the
bog caved in, for no understandable
reason, and the machine slid down
the broken embankment on top of
the driver. He was pinned by the leg
underneath it and screamed like a
maniac, while two pickmen, who ran
to his assistance, struggled to free
him. He went on screaming until the
filthy mud choked him. After that,
the men stopped work for good. He
was another one, you see.”

“Another what?” I asked, horri-
fied.

“Another victim. They've been
coming here for thousands of years.
One by one; men, mostly. Can’t you
see them? Shepherds, who got lost
in the thick mists which sometimes
blot out the surrounding hills; a band
of warriors, Vikings. Who knows?
The coast is pretty near, after all.
Roving gipsies, too, probably, and
those pathetic, evicted families in
the eighteen hundreds, starving and
perhaps suffering from plague. The
professor may have been right there.
Tramps, too, and more recently,
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tourists, who wouldn’t know the truth
about the valley.”

“And what is the truth about the
valley?” I asked, turning to Everitt.

His face was livid under the tan
and his eyes were staring blindly
ahead of him. A cold finger of fear
moved up my spine and I shivered.

“What wouldn’t they have
known?” I insisted.

“That it eats meat,” he said thickly.

For a moment I looked at him in
a stunned silence, then I laughed.

“Oh, come off it, Everitt,” I ex-
postulated. “That’s a bit too much,
old chap! You've been working too
hard. What you need is a holiday. A
good rest. You've let the whole thing
get the better of your imagination.
There’s probably some very simple
explanation to the whole business, if
the truth were known.”

He nodded his head slowly. “I
thought you'd say that,” he said.
“Yet, have you noticed that, while
we've been sitting here, not one bird
has flown past us towards, over or
out of the valley? There are no sheep
on the surrounding hills. They won’t
graze there now. For some reason,
they seem to avoid the place. In-
herited instinct, perhaps? This road
too, is deserted. No local man has
ever built near here, or safely set foot
in that valley since God knows when.
I laughed too, at the beginning.”

Outside the car, the wind had risen
once more in fitful gusts, moaning
dolorously among the lichened
boulders, tugging at the tufts of
heather. But the sky was empty of
life and the land seemed overwhelm-
ingly, unbearably lonely.



I felt a sudden unreasonable feeling
of panic well up inside me, as though
something out of sight, just round
the bend in the new road, was watch-
ing, waiting for us to move nearer;
near enough for it to—to do what?
Everitt was watching my face and he
smiled bleakly.

“Yes, that’s it,” he said softly.
“And yet, why? It looks like any
other valley really, wouldn’t you say?
Wilder than some, perhaps, particu-
larly in this region. There are many
forbidding gorges to be found in the
Pyrenees, or in any other group of
hills, or range of mountains.”

“But,” I began hesitantly.

Everitt nodded. “Exactly!” he
agreed quietly. “I've come across two
,similar places in my wanderings. One
was a small, terrifying pit, of vol-
canic origin, east of Ozumba, in
Mexico. The other, a stretch of open
moorland, not a mile from a busy
main highway, on Exmoor, Both were
completely fiendish in their hellish
aim and purpose. Well,” he went on,
“I paid the men off yesterday and
sent Petersen my resignation. I told
him the truth: that his project
appears impossible to bring to a
successful conclusion. God knows
what he will reply. Two men dead,
in half that number of miles. I
couldn’t go on with it.

“But now, the valley is angry. Even
you can feel it. You can feel it from
here, a couple of hundred yards
away. You see, it has had a taste of
flesh again. Two men. It nearly had
three. Fortunately, I put a stop to the
flow, but it wants more, and it wants
its revenge. It is waiting; waiting for
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me.” He sighed softly and I felt him
shiver. “I won’t go back there, believe
me, ever again, if I can help it, for
love or money.”

“Let’s get out of here,” I said
suddenly, breaking the silence which
followed his declaration. “I don’t
know what you have in your mind,
but the quicker we leave this place,
the happier I'll be.”

He seemed to shake himself out
of his strange mood then, and
started the car without another word.
An hour later we were back at the
cottage, tucking into a meal of hot
stew, washed down with good,
strong tea well-laced with whisky.
The following week I left Ireland
and came back to London, leaving
Everitt alone at the cottage, prepar-
ing to vacate the place after the loose
ends of the business had been wound
up. I noticed, before I left, that he
seemed to have cheered up since our
talk in the car, and was pretty much
himself again.

“Last April I had a short note from
him, telling me that Petersen was
coming over to Ireland, to inspect
the work which had been completed,
and Everitt was looking forward to
finishing with the whole thing. Some-
how, I found myself remembering his
last words to me before we left the
mouth of the valley. ‘I won’t go back
there, ever, if I can help it.’ For
some reason, they seemed to echo
strangely in my mind. That was the
last I heard of him. There have been
so many other things which have
occupied my mind since then, that I
forgot about the whole matter until
tonight. An item of news caught my



eye in this evening’s paper. I wonder
if you saw it?”

Hanley took a folded evening
paper from his pocket and handed it
to me in silence.

The clock on the mantelpiece
struck twelve and I noticed with sur-
prise that the fire had died down into
a glowing heap of ashes. I took the
paper and looked down the columns
until I saw this headline:

“MISSING MILLIONAIRE FOUND DEAD
IN DONEGAL”—I read. “The body of
Mr. Eric Petersen, the American
Real Estate magnate, was found
yesterday lying not far from his
abandoned car, beside the road lead-
ing from a remote valley, which he
bad recently bought in the Donegal
Highlands. It is understood that he
had intended to convert the valley
into a high-class playground for
¥isiting American tourists, and the
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work on the project had recently
been started under the direction of
Mr. Everitt Fairchild, the well-known
geologist and surveyor. Mr. Petersen,
who was seventy-six, is thought to
have died as the result of a heart
attack. which overcame him shortly
after he left the valley. He appears
to have been dead for several weeks.
Foul play is not suspected.

Scotland Yard would be grateful
for information leading to the
present whereabouts of Mr. Fair-
child, who was thought to have been
with Mr. Petersen at the time, and
who has been missing since the end
of April.”

I gave the newspaper back to Han-
ley without a word and he laid it
down on the table beside him.

“Yes,” he said quietly. “I think
I know what happened to Everitt
Fairchild, don’t you?”
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HE FIRE COLLAPSING
|4 in the grate brought
me awake to the
slow ticking of the
clock and the drone
of Kindray's voice.
Kindray was still
talking. In the two months he had
been a member of the club I had
never before known him to be so
communicative and friendly.
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I had dozed away from what
seemed the beginnings of an argu-
ment, with Kindray expounding
some vague theory and Barton, nor-
mally the most receptive of men,
inclined to be sceptical. When I
awoke, Kindray was staring into the
fire, one elbow resting on the arm of
his chair, his cheek cradled in his
palm.

“They lived in a mausoleum,” he



was saying; “the walls were lined
with lead. I suppose that is why——"
His pale eyes discovered that I was
awake. “Insulation, you know,” he
added for my benefit.

“A what?” Barton asked in the
incredulous voice of a man who has
accepted so much but refuses to take
more.

“A vault, if you like. Although
vaults are usually below ground level.
This was one of those pseudo Greek
temple affairs that one finds in the
grounds of the larger estates. You
know the sort of thing I mean.”

1 joined Barton’s disbelief. “You
mean someone actually lived in one
of them?”

“They did indeed,” he assured me,
and Barton growled something about
it being damned uncomfortable and
what had happened to the more usual
occupants?

“The old lady made it very cosy,”
Kindray said, his face earnest. “Very
cosy indeed; you wouldn’t credit.
And no, there weren’t any coffins to
be taken away first. The place had
never been used for the purpose it
was intended for. You see, the house
itself was burned down less than a
year after completion. It was never
rebuilt and so never got round to
furnishing the usual occupants of a
burial place. The mausoleum stood
empty for a few years before the old
lady—she was a relative of one of
the gardeners who had helped lay out
the grounds—took possession. One
might almost say she squatted there.

“She was a relic of a past age, rul-
ing her pillared domain with an
almost tyrannical fervour. Her life
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was regimented, each second of every
day having its own special signifi-
cance. The nephew had to become
part of this regimentation. There was
a time for play, a time for reading,
a time for eating.

“Until he became old enough to
assume the responsibility of shop-
ping, her weekly visits to the village
were painful, protracted affairs. She
was over-large and cumbersome, and
always had trouble with her feet. Her
method of progression was a laboured
shuffle. When the nephew left school
the village saw her no more. She took
to living in the one room, sleeping
and eating there. The nephew took
over the general household duties.
The Aunt, her legs swollen now
through disuse, was only able to
hobble painfully from chair to table
and from table to bed.

“But she had her comforts, her
ways of passing the regimented hours.
She read a lot and did embroidery;
the television was a God-send. I can
remember the incongruity of the
place as seen from the road; the
round Greek temple with its pillared
portico; the almost windowless
yellow walls; the domed roof with its
upthrust of aerials. A strange blend-
ing of past and present.

“She covered the lead walls with
a garish red wallpaper and hideously-
framed family portraits; she de-
tested cats and she kept all the clocks
in the place five minutes fast.”

““A lot of people do that,” Kindray
said. “I mean, keep their clocks a
few minutes fast. But with her there
was a difference. Most people who
do that sort of thing always bear in



mind that they have those few extra
minutes in hand. But not so the Aunt.
She moved the minute hand of her
clock five minutes forward and the
new time became the correct one. So
far as she was concerned if her clocks
told her it was seven, then it was
seven o'clock everywhere. You see
what I mean?”

“Yes,” Barton said.

“One might almost say that she
was living five minutes ahead of
everyone else.”

“Oh, Lord!” Barton said with
some disgust: “now I see what you
are getting at. That’s what you were
trying to say before when you were
talking about time in hand.”

Asleep, 1 had clearly missed the
point of the exercise.

“But,” Barton pointed out, “her
time was only relative.” He frowned.
“I think——"

Kindray nodded. “At the start, yes.
She first took to keeping her clocks
five minutes fast when the nephew
left school and she became confined
to her lead walls. And some six
months later

“It was one evening. She switched
on the television to catch the six
o'clock news. Which meant, of
course, that there was still five min-
utes to wait. The time signal clock—
you know the one I mean—came on
the screen and confirmed that it was
five minutes to the hour. And then
suddenly it flickered and faded and
there was the newscaster, just finish-
ing his five minutes’ bulletin. Some-
where along the line five minutes had
gone astray.

“Neither the Aunt nor the nephew

M.S.—4

saw anything odd about this. Neither
did it occur to them that the timings
of the rest of the evening’s entertain-
ments were slightly awry. But the
next evening when the set was
switched on at six o'clock Aunt
time T

YEht”

Kindray smiled a little. “A joke.”

“Oh. Yes, I see. Aunt time. Green-
wich time.”

“Well, when the picture came on
the time signal showed the same time
as the house clocks. So what did she
do but get annoyed and accuse her
nephew of putting them all back five
minutes. The argument finished with
her hobbling round the place pushing
each minute hand on another five
minutes.” He stopped. “Do you fol-
low?”

“Go on,” Barton said shortly.

“There were certain manifestations
—1I think that is the word—right from
the start. The Aunt, of course, being
confined to the house, didn't experi-
ence any discomfort. But the nephew
did. He would be—let me see—about
sixteen at the time, and not .over-
bright, and so he didn’t give it much
thought. The trouble was, you see,
something in the nature of a hiatus,
a slowing-down each time he left the
house, and a compensating speeding-
up each time he returned. It occurred
each time he crossed the threshold
between passage and garden-path. It
only lasted a moment; a feeling as if
he had stepped into nothingness; a
sensation of vertigo each time he
gained or lost that five minutes.”

“But—" Barton started.

“Yes?” Kindray asked patiently.
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“Go on,” said Barton.

“It was another month before the
house soaked up the next five min-
utes, making ten in all. The same
thing happened again; a flicker on
the television screen and the pro-
gramme suddenly leaping five
minutes ahead. And like the first
time, the old lady worked herself
into a temper at the apparent nephew-
disorganization of her strict routine,
and shuffled fiercely from clock to
clock adjusting each to the new time.

“After his first experience of losing
or gaining ten minutes of time each
time he left or entered the house the
nephew sought excuses for not going
to the village. His first attempt, I
recall, was a mythical sprained ankle
which kept him confined to the place
for a week. That gave him time to
think up the more permanent excuse
that when he did go to the village the
folk there laughed at him because
he lived in a mausoleum. This the
Aunt was prepared to accept. There
was more than a ring of truth to it.

“There was some trouble the first
time the grocer’s boy delivered a
carton of goods. The Aunt opened
the door and asked him to bring it
inside and set it on the table. Which
he did, subsequently having to be
laid on the sofa until a vicious attack
of palpitation had passed. When he
left the house, apparently recovered,
the exit losing of time brought on a
spell of dizziness so that he had to
sit on the grass verge of the lane until
it had passed. After that he always
deposited the groceries on the step,
knocked at the door and then ran
for his life.
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“A fortnight later another five
minutes was added to the time accu-
mulation, bringing the total up to a
quarter of an hour.”

“Possibilities,” Barton said pen-
sively.

“Unlimited; if they had cared to
exploit the situation. But of course
they didn’t know then what had hap-
pened. The Aunt never did get round
to knowing. The nephew, in those
early stages, did have a glimmering.
What it boiled down to was this:
they were living fifteen minutes ahead
of the rest of the world. They were
getting the news before anybody
else, and where live programmes were
concerned they were watching things
happen fifteen minutes before they
actually took place. A most unusual
and interesting situation. There is no
doubt that the lead lining of the
walls along with the old lady’s idio-
syncrasy of keeping her clocks fast
were responsible for the pheno-
menon. She made her own time, as
it were, and the walls insulated
against outside influences.”

“Time travel,” I suggested.

“Not in the accepted sense. This
was more in the nature of an accu-
mulation, a bottling of time. A
storing away, as it were.”

Barton made a great thing of cut-
ting and lighting a cigar, no doubt
to prove the even state of his mind.

“Like a—jar—of jam,” he offered,
blowing smoke.

“Precisely. Where was I? The
fifteen-minute period. It was during
that period that the Aunt had her
attack. The sight of a marauding cat
in her neglected garden stirred her to



such a fury that she opened the front
door and for the first time in a year
—since the time-storing had started,
in fact—she hobbled over the
threshold, avenging broom in hand.
The nephew found her lying uncon-
scious on the path and had a very
difficult task in dragging her back to
safety inside the house. Then he
suffered the discomfort of the time-
change in his turn when he went for
the doctor.

“The doctor, fortunately, was a
youngish man of excellent physique.
He took the unusual sensation more
or less in his stride, putting it down,
one supposes, to symptoms caused by
over-work, a hot day and a hurried
walk up the lane. He ministered to
the old lady, saw her well on the way
to recovery, prescribed sleeping tab-
lets at her request to offset the dis-
comfort of her swollen lower limbs,
and then went on his way, experienc-
ing the slowing-down process on his
way out. The nephew, watching
anxiously from a window, saw him
stagger down the path, one hand
clasped to his forehead.

“For all the incident had clearly
undermined her health the old lady
managed to live another two years.
One afternoon the nephew came
through from the kitchen to find her
dead in her chair, her head lolling
on her shoulder like that of a saw-
dust doll, saliva looped from her
open mouth.

“Seeing her like that made quite
an impression on him. We must
remember that he had been brought
up in a rigid household where there
was a place for everything and every-

thing had to be in its place. The time
for dying, he felt sure, was the night;
the place, a bed, not a chair. He
found something revolting in the
appearance of his aunt’s open mouth,
staring eyes and limp arms. He
promised himself that when his time
came there would be dignity to his
dying. Whoever had the unhappy
chance of being the one to find him,
would find him neat and tidy, com-
posed, arms folded, mouth closed.

“But now he had the unpleasant
task of contacting the doctor again
and then arranging for the funeral.
He had long learned that the easiest
method of traversing the threshold of
the two time periods was by taking
a deep breath, closing his eyes and
then making a run for it. All the
same, it was very unpleasant. Instead
of fifteen minutes to overcome he
was now forced to cope with a differ-
ence in time of one month.”

“A month?” said Barton.

“Four weeks, to be precise. Accu-
mulated five minutes at a time. At
that stage the nephew hadn’t reached
the point of experimenting. He was
well aware what was happening but
saw no reason to interfere with his
aunt each time she added five minutes
more to the reckoning.

“The doctor’s visit over, the death
certificate signed, he dealt with the
undertaker. The undertaker was an
elderly gentleman who took the time
change very badly, accusing the
nephew of faulty electric wiring, and
refusing to enter the place for a
second time. So the nephew found
himself having to cope with a very
unpleasant task. To avoid further



complications, on the day of the
funeral he arranged to have the coffin
slid through one of the windows on
to the waiting shoulders of the six
bearers.

“Because the church was only a
stone’s throw away there was no need
for the formality of a hearse. The
bearers, staggering a little until they
found their step, set off down the
winding lane. The nephew, the sole
mourner, followed a few watchful
paces behind.

“The little party was barely out of
sight of the front door before the
old lady came round and set up a
hammering on the lid of the coffin.
The bearers, hardy country men,
lowered their burden hastily to the
ground while the nephew, who, in
anticipation of such an event had
left the screws loose, ripped the lid
away exposing the irate inmate of
the casket. You see, he had worked
out what was likely to happen. While
his aunt might have been dead in the
house, outside she still had four
weeks less three days—the three days
between the death and the funeral—
to live.”

“Just a minute,” Barton said and
sat for a while with his lips moving
silently.

“Yes,” he allowed. “Go on.”

“The doctor offered the excuse of
a coma. He said that such things
weren't entirely unknown. He sug-
gested, much to the nephew’s relief,
that the resuscitated aunt must be
taken to hospital for observation.
This solved what might have been a
knotty problem. The nephew realized
that if they had taken her back to

the house she would have expired
again immediately upon crossing the
threshold.” Kindray looked at me.
“You see?”

“Dead inside; alive out,” I said.
“I’'m with you so far.”

“The nephew foresaw a sequence
of deaths, funerals and revivals per-
sisting until the rest of the month
should have been used up, three days
at a time. And of course there would
have been questions. Most certainly
the doctor would have wanted to
know where he stood. And, no doubt,
the vicar. It could have been very
unpleasant for all concerned.”

“Einstein,” Barton said wisely for
no particular reason.

“Yes,” Kindray said politely. “You
may be right. Anyway, the Aunt was
taken to hospital, treated for shock,
and to all intents and purposes made
a complete recovery. She died, how-
ever, four weeks less three days later.
And this time, having caught up with
herself as it were, the thing was final
and absolute, She was duly buried
and the nephew left to carry on alone
in the mausoleum.

“He started experimenting almost
immediately. He tried adding ten
minutes to the clock instead of five.
He increased the dosage up to twenty
minutes before having to give up.
The speeding up of his heart and
pulse, compensating for the gain in
time, was too much for comfort
beyond a certain point. He could
take fifteen minutes at a time in his
stride and no more.”

Barton held up his hand. “Hold
it.” He brooded. “Yes, 1 see. Each
time he increased the time difference
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he had to live a longer time in a
shorter one.” He floundered. “I
think——"

“You have the gist of it,” Kindray
consoled. “By now it took the house
only three days to absorb each in-
crease. By increasing fifteen minutes
each time meant that he had to live
each day five minutes faster than
normal. And the human body is a
very delicate piece of mechanism.
Needless to say he very rarely crossed
the threshold. After six months had
been accumulated the result of leav-
ing the house was usually a fainting
fit. He experienced one bad moment
when in a forgetful mood he leaned
out of a window to clean it. . . .

“And then, one day, the inevitable
happened. He suffered a sudden and
blinding attack of toothache. When
it showed no signs of easing he went
to the bathroom, a small, windowless
room. In the semi-darkness, bemused
by pain, he fumbled for the aspirin
bottle, emptying some half dozen
tablets on his palm, swallowing them
and washing them down with water.
There was relief of a kind almost
straight away. His vision cleared, he
was able to focus his eyes again, and
he discovered that instead of taking
aspirin he had helped himself to the
sleeping tablets prescribed for his
aunt before her death, He remem-
bered the doctor’s stern warning at
the time. Maximum dose, one; never
more. Three could quite easily prove
fatal. More than three and death was
inevitable.

“In a panic the nephew did the
only thing possible. Staggering to the
front door he opened it and flung

himself over the threshold. When he
came round again some ten minutes
later the toothache had gone. It only
existed, of course, in his future. As
did the tablets which, once time had
caught up with him, would certainly
prove fatal.

“Seated on the path, his back
against a tree, he worked out just
how long he had to live. One year,
three weeks, two days, eight hours
and six minutes. He took into
account the time it would take for
the tablets to have effect. Fortunately
the doctor had been informative
upon that point.

“So he was able to work out the
time of his death to within a few
seconds. Not a very pleasant thought,
and neither was the knowledge that
his mausoleum home was now closed
to him for ever. But, being something
of a philosophical soul as well as an
orderly one—and we mustn’t forget
his promise to himself to expire
neatly and tidily when his time came
—he told himself that things might
have been much worse. At least he
knew just where he stood; it was up
to him to make the most of what time
he had left.

“In his pocket was his bank-book.
Picking himself up he set off for the
village post office without so much
as a backward glance for the home
that had given him shelter for most
of his life.

“With enough money in his pocket
to see him through the first stage of
his journey he caught the next train
to London. He allocated his time to
the best advantage. Eleven months
were to be spent solely in the pursuit
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of pleasure, doing those things he had
always wanted to do, going to places
he had never thought to have the
opportunity of visiting.

“The balance of his time, some-
thing under two months, he decided
to spend in peace and quiet. As his
span neared its close he would make
sure that the scene was laid for his
exit. A death that would be as he
had once promised himself it would
be; a thing of dignity, even of beauty.
He would be found lying neatly on
his bed, jaw discreetly bound with
a clean linen handkerchief, eyes
peacefully closed, arms folded across
his breast. The final touch of a
clasped flower he set regretfully aside
as smacking of flamboyancy.”

“It would certainly save a lot of
trouble,” Barton said with thought-
ful approval. “A hotel—or a board-
ing house?”

“He decided that a dignified bed-
room in a select men’s club would
be more in keeping with what he had
in mind,” Kindray told him and then
took his face from his hand and
looked at the clock.

“Toothache, of course,” I said sym-
pathetically, noting how his cheek
was swollen.

“As I had expected it came on just
before lunch. Knowing that I still
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had time in hand I was curious
enough to sece how the future would
go about protecting itself. I went to
a dentist. He told me that there was
an abcess and he could do nothing
for me until it had emptied.”

And then Barton realized what was
going on.

“But—" he started, looking at the
clock.

“I have taken one of the best bed-
rooms here at the club,” Kindray
said, his eyes now never far from
the minute hand. “The whole thing
is timed to a second. Two minutes to
get upstairs; two minutes to undress
—I have new pyjamas waiting—and
one minute in which to compose
myself.”

“But—" Barton said again.

“It has been very pleasant talking
to you both,” Kindray said politely
and would have risen. But instead he
sighed, gasped and lay back. His eyes
stared, his jaw sagged and his arms
drooped over the sides of his chair.

“Oh. Lord—" Barton said in dis-
may. He rubbed his chin.

I rang the bell.

“You'd have thought,” Barton re-
marked while we were waiting, “that
he had been a member long enough
to know that the clock here in the
lounge is always five minutes slow.”



GREEN FINGERS
PHILIP JASON WEST

@noy. TTO HAD BEEN the head
2\ gardener at the
Grange for sixty
years and what he
didn’t know about
plants would cover a
postage stamp. When
the old Duke died, Otto went to live
with his son in London, but was
plainly unhappy there. So when
Robin Scott, who was the doctor in
Otto’s village, decided that he needed
a gardener, and mentioned this to
Mrs. Baker, who had been the Duke’s
cook and housekeeper, that lady
wrote immediately to Otto and sug-
gested that he should apply for the
job. Otto jumped at the chance.
The doctor’s wife had recently
died—indeed within a few days of
the Duke of Yadon—and the garden
which she had tended with loving
care was now becoming choked with
weeds. The lawn was cut rarely, the
roses were turning to rough briars,
the apples rotting in the orchard. Dr.
Scott just hadn’t the will to put things
right. So Otto got the job, and went
to lodge with Mrs. Baker whose
house was not far from the surgery.
In a few weeks the doctor’s garden
was back to its previous glory—
indeed it was even better than before,
and all Mary Scott’s good work had
been exploited to the full by Otto’s
miraculous touch. It became a rite
for Otto to join the doctor and his
assistant, Jane Clifford, for a cup of
tea on summer afternoons, and as the

three sat discussing all the excellent
progress that had been made Dr.
Scott began to notice Otto’s hands,
and saw that they were, indeed, a
delicate shade of green. It was as if
a lifetime of gardening had changed
them, so that his fingers were now
physically akin to the plants which
they knew so well.

But Jane hadn’t noticed this strange
phenomenon, and Otto behaved
quite normally. Otto’s hands became
an obsession with Dr. Scott, and he
took to watching the gardener at
work and noticing how his touch
brought from a dry hedge-cutting a
flourishing green bush in a matter of
days, or coaxed abundance from a
plum or peach which had lain sterile
for many a year. Were they really
green fingers? The old saw haunted
the doctor’s mind.

Each time Otto came and sat with
them for his cup of tea the doctor
could not prevent himself from star-
ing at Otto’s hands, watching Jane
to see if she noticed them too. But
never by hint of word or glance did
it appear that Jane Clifford saw
what Dr. Scott saw, and as the weeks
passed, and the garden grew and
developed into a paradise of every
kind of flower and shrub and excel-
lent fruit, Otto seemed to work
harder and harder—putting in far
more hours than he was paid for,
despite the doctor’s gentle protests
that he could not afford to buy any
more of the old gardener’s time. It
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was as though he was hurrying to-
wards a goal that could not be dis-
cerned—that the garden must be
perfect before some event should
prevent the completion of his task.

Then one day Otto did not report
for work. Dr. Scott waited for an
hour then hurried down to Mrs.
Baker’s house.

“Good morning, Mrs. Baker—I
came to see if Otto was all right. He
should have been at my place at nine.
He’s not ill, is he?” he inquired.

She did not speak for a moment.
Then—*“Come in,” she said. She
seemed puzzled, and yet distraught.
She took the doctor into her tiny par-
lour from which a door led off. “He’s
in there,” she said, waiting.

He looked at her wonderingly, but
she said no more, so he opened the
door and entered the bedroom. Otto
lay in bed, but his blue eyes were
open, and the look on his face was
indescribably sad.

“Hello, Otto,” said the doctor
cheerily. “What's up? Touch of flu?”

Otto said nothing for a minute.
Then—*“Good morning, sir. No—it’s
not that. Shut the door, will you,
m.',

Dr. Scott did so, then approached
the bed. Otto certainly didn’t look ill
at all. “Well, what’s the matter? If I
can help you, Otto, you know I'll be
only too glad—"

“I don’t think you can help,” said
Otto. “Look!”

He drew his hand out of the covers
and as the doctor stared at them his
mouth dropped open in astonishment
and disgust. Little green shoots were
sprouting from the wrinkled finger-

tips. Ottor covered his hands again.
Dr. Scott took a deep breath. “You
still think you can help me, sir?” said
Otto.

“It’s incredible—incredible, Otto.
It's—it’s—"

“Horrible, doctor?” sighed Otto.

“No—no—not horrible. Just—un-
usual, Otto. We must get you to a
hospital—a specialist—medicine is
really wonderful these days, Otto—
I'm sure your—trouble can be cured.
Don’t worry. I know a colleague who
will be only too pleased to help you.
If—er—special treatment is required
there’ll be no need for you to worry
about the cost. I owe you that at least
after all you have done for the gar-
den. ...

Otto sighed. “I knew it would hap-
pen,” he said. “It’s been coming on
gradually for years, you know. I've
been trying to get your place finished
before it made things impossible.
Well, there’s no harm in trying, sir.
Perhaps your friend—is he one of
them Harley Street fellows?—can
slow it down. But he’ll never stop it.
I've been a gardener too long for
that. You see, sir, plants is really part
of me now. Do you understand, sir?”
His eyes seemed to bore into Dr.
Scott’s brain.

“I'll make a phone call—try to fix
an appointment for you. Then I'll
drive you up to London. Jane can
arrange for someone to relieve me
for a few hours. You’d better stay in
bed until_we’re ready to go. Don’t
worry. Everything will be all right.”
He moved to the door, turning again
to look into the bright old eyes.

Otto grinned—just as he had done
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when he came in for his first cup of
tea on the loggia behind the surgery.
“Thank you, Dr. Scott,” he said. “But
it'll win in the end—you’ll see.”

“Nonsense. I'll be back soon.”

Mrs. Baker was still standing in
the parlour as he went to the street
door. “I'm going to take Otto up to
London to see a specialist friend of
mine—a skin specialist, you know.
In the meantime he'd better stay in
bed,” the doctor said. He opened the
door.

“Will it—go, Dr. Scott?”

“I'm sure it will, Mrs. Baker. I
don’t suppose it’s anything really—
certainly nothing to worry about.
He’ll soon be back at my place setting
the shallots.' Good-bye for now.”

Two days later the doctor was
waiting outside Bernard Vaughan’s
consulting room in Wimpole Street.
Bernard and he had been good
friends since university days. When
the dermatologist came out Dr. Scott
jumped to his feet. “Most unusual
case, Robin,” said Vaughan. “In all
my time as a skin man I've never
seen or heard of anything like it. I
think we’'d better keep this to our-
selves. I believe the disease could be
passed on—I'm not sure. Do you
see the possibilities, Robin? It’s too
horrible to contemplate——"

“Good God!”

“He’s still resting,” said Vaughan.
“At his age the journey has been
pretty tiring——"

“But he still works all day in my
garden!”

“There’ll be no more gardening for
Otto,” Vaughan said. “I'll arrange
for him to enter a nursing home—

very private—at my expense, if you
like. . . . His condition is the most
amazing thing I've ever seen—and
that’s saying something! I want to
study this-as fully as I can. And if
it’s definitely contagious—well, see
what I mean? Best thing for him too.
Are you agreeable?”

“Whatever you say. It’s stagger-
ing. I'll leave him in your very good
care. Can I see—before 1 go—?”

“All right.” He opened the door.
“The change has become very rapid.
Prepare yourself for a shock.”

When the doctor went in he saw
that Otto had replaced the gloves
which he had worn continually since
leaving Mrs. Baker’s. Vaughan ex-
plained his suggestion about the
nursing home, and Otto nodded with
a wry smile on his face.

“I'm going back now,” said Scott,
“but I'll visit you as often as I can.”
He could hardly take his eyes from
the heavy gloves the old gardener
was wearing.

Otto noticed the doctor’s stare.
“Want a last look at old ‘green
fingers’?” he said.

“Well—if you—"

Otto laughed. “There are worse
ways of dying,” he said as he care-
fully removed the gloves.

Dr. Scott drew back in horror. He
wanted to be violently sick. Otto
slowly replaced the gloves. “Good-
bye, sir,” he said. “Thank you for all
you have done for me.”

Robin Scott mumbled his gratitude
to Bernard Vaughan as the latter
guided the trembling doctor to the
door and helped him into his car.
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In the weeks that followed Dr.
Scott was so busy that the case of
the incredible gardener was all but
driven from his mind. But one even-
ing he picked up the evening paper
to see there a report of Otto’s death.
The writer had, it was plain, failed
to break the veil of secrecy that
Vaughan had drawn across the case.
Even so, the doctor read that Otto
had died “of a remarkable skin con-
dition never before known in the
history of medicine”—and a lot more
in the same vein. He immediately tele-
phoned his old colleague and was
relieved to find him disengaged. “Tell
me about Otto,” he said. “I've just
seen it in the paper. I hope they
didn't find out too much.”

“No, Robin—but I had to tell
them something. There was a very
astute and persistent reporter snoop-
ing around. How he got wind of it
I can’t imagine. But it’s all over now.”

“Poor Otto,” said Dr. Scott. “I
feel rather bad about not coming to
see him. But how did it end?”

“He was quite happy,” said the
dermatologist. “Only you will believe
it—and that’s because you saw him
when the thing was in its early stages.
He literally turned into a vegetable
—unbelievable, isn’t it?”

“But how—how?”

“Well, as you know, it started with
his hands. Then his feet. His limbs
simply dried up into branches grow-
ing from his trunk—sprouting with
small fleshy green shoots that to-
wards the end threw out little violet
buds. If it hadn’t been so fascinating
it would have been indescribably re-
volting and horrible. Finally his heart

stopped beating. In view of the un-
usual nature of the case I was
authorized to do a post-mortem my-
self. His inside was full of living
pulp—like a mushroom, I suppose.
I—I—can’t say any more—the whole
thing was impossible—yet it hap-
pened. Medical history, anthropology
and botany are all outdated by this
single case. And of course, nobody
would believe it even if they were
told. Can you arrange for him to be
buried locally, Robin?”

“Yes—T'll see to it,” Dr. Scott said.

Otto was buried in a deep grave
in the village churchyard near the
doctor’s surgery—not far from the
garden of perfection which Robin
Scott now regarded as a living monu-
ment to Otto’s work. Months later
the vicar came to the doctor and
complained that a tree which grew
from Otto’s grave was stretching its
lush branches across the vicarage
fence towards his house, robbing his
poor flowers of their share of the sun.

“Do you think we could cut it
down? It’s a very ugly tree.”

The doctor agreed—what did it
matter? Nobody, except Jane Clifford
and Mrs. Baker, remembered Otto
in the village now. So one day they
came to cut down the tree that grew
from Otto’s grave. And when the
men had finished, and the old trunk
and the long gnarled branches had
been taken away and burnt, they
looked down at the stump in the
ground, and saw that it was oozing
not the green of sap, but scarlet. It
was oozing blood still on the follow-
ing day—and the week after that.
Maybe it always will.
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THE SHADOW BEFORE
MORGAN EVANS

Hllustrated by Juliette Palmer

€l AST WEEK 1 went back

¢ to Fernley. I walked
4 along the lane to
the crossroads, and
Wolden House was
bright and gay. There
were children playing
on the lawn and a woman with a
sunny face leaning from a bedroom
window watching them amuse them-
selves and laughing.

On my way back to the village I
met Wally Drake. It was a moment
before we recognized each other.

“So you had to take a look at the
old place,” he said when we had
spoken together for a while. “It’s all
right now. It has been, ever since
that night.”

“Remember?” he asked.

I remember it as if it had only
happened yesterday. We had been
living in Fernley for three months,
and the papers were full of the mur-
der at Gorton, a smallish town some
ten miles away.

Father was a detective sergeant. He
said, “The dead man seems to have
been an unpleasant type with any
number of enemies. And he knew it.
Left his estate in apple-pie order and
a list of suspects. Just in case any-
thing happened to him.

“Coming events,” he added grimly,
“casting a shadow before.”

He was talking to Mother, and I
happened to be listening outside the

door. He never talked shop in my
presence.

“I suppose,” Mother replied re-
signedly, “this means you’ll be work-
ing all hours of the day and night?”

“It won’t take long,” he told her.
“We know who did it, Chap called
Grant; Peter Grant. All we have to
do is pick him up. He can’t have
got far.”

I'd read about the murder but
there’d been no mention in the papers
of the police knowing who the mur-
derer was. So I knew something that
nobody else did. Just as I was, I ran
out into the lane and raced down to
the corner where I knew the gang
would be.

This was in the days when there
was a lot of talk about the Mafia.
The children used to form them-
selves into gangs and instead of
playing the usual games they had
their private pastime of secret pass-
words and recognition signs. If you
weren’t a member of the gang then
you were out in the cold and life in
a small village was a very lonely
thing.

There was only the one gang in
Fernley and the members, farmers’
sons for the greater part, used to
meet during the long summer holi-
day at the corner by the little stone
bridge. Hidden from the lane by a
thick hedge they would sit on the
bank and throw stones in the stream
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while- they went about the intrigue
and mystery of their clannish com-
munity. My previous attempts to join
them had met with stern rebuttals.
They made it clear that because I
was a newcomer from the city, speak-
ing and dressing differently, I was
very much an outsider.

They were all there that morning
when 1 pushed through the gap in
the hedge to set foot on the forbidden
territory; Wally Drake, leader by
virtue of his age, fourteen years to
my eleven, tall and broad and very
dark; Ben Waller, yellow-haired and
lanky; little Dibby Toft with a ban-
dage round his neck covering a crop
of boils. And half a dozen others, all
boys of the village.

Dibby saw me first and was very
indignant.

“’Ere!—Davey Hunter. Out!” He
jumped to his feet and took my arm
in no gentle grip. Wally said sternly.
“You bin livin’ 'ere long enough to
know better than come down ‘ere.”

“It's about the murder,” I said
breathlessly, struggling. “I know
something that nobody else does. I
know who did it.”

“Sez you!” Ben sneered, spitting
into the water.

“Out you go!” Dibby ordered and
was for pushing me back up the
bank, but Wally said, “’Old it,
Dibby; let the kid be. Maybe ’is old
man bein’ a copper 'e does know.”
He winked knowingly. “I ’eard ’em
talkin’ about it last night. Old Greg-
son was offerin’ to take bets, sayin’
as 'ow ‘e knew for sure who did it.”
He eyed me fiercely making me
tremble. “Who did do it, kid?”
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I nursed the arm that Dibby had
bruised. “Only if you let me join
the gang.”

“Well, now,” said he, “so you
wants to join the gang. It ain’t all
that easy. You got to pass the test
first. I tell you what I'll do. I'll tell
you what the test is an’ you can ‘ave
a shot at it, if you tells me who did
the killin’.”

“His name is Peter Grant,” I said.
“They’re looking for him now.”

“Never ’eard of ’im.”

“He’s the one all right.” Father
never made a mistake.

Wally rubbed his chin. “Where’s
’e come from?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “What's
the test?”

“You got to go to Wolden ’ouse
an’ spend an hour there. Alone, after
dark, between ’alf-past ten an’ ’alf-
past eleven.”

“I'm not afraid of the dark,” I
boasted. I usually went to bed a
little before ten. It would be easy to
slip downstairs again, and then it
was only ten minutes’ walk to Wol-
den House. There was nothing diffi-
cult about the test.

“It’s "aunted,” Ben said with relish.
“You ask anyone.”

Dibby was eager to enlarge upon
the matter. “An old tramp ’ung ’im-
self from the banisters. 'E comes back
every night, just on ‘alf-past eleven.
My old man’s seen 'im; ’orrible ‘e
said it was.” He shuddered realisti-
cally for my benefit.

Wolden House was a desolate
place of tall gables and twisted
chimney-stacks. It stood by the cross-
roads in a half circle of lowering



trees. The grounds were a wilderness
of overgrown bushes and briar. Most
of the windows were broken and
holes gaped in the slate roof. It was
hard to believe that people had lived
there at one time.

“I'll do it,” I said in a small voice.

“Tonight,” Wally said briskly.
“An’ if you've got the guts to go
through with it then you’re in the
gang. Me an’ Ben will come with
you to make sure you does it right.”

“I wouldn’t go in there agen,” said
Dibby, fingering his bandage. “Not
for anythin’ I wouldn't.”

Ben sneered. “’E’ll change ’is
mind when ’e gets there.”

They were all watching me.

“I'll do it,” I said stoutly.

Wally issued his orders. “We’ll
meet you ‘ere at ten. If you don't
turn up we’ll know you're yeller.”
Then he turned his back on me, and
Dibby thrust me back up the bank
and through the gap.

I heard Ben say, “ 'Ee won't come,
Wally; ’e’s just a kid.”

I leaned on the wall at the far side
of the bridge and looked down at the
water and tried to pretend I wasn’t
quaking inside. I was old enough to
realize the problem confronting me.
It had been bad enough before when
I had been just a kid from the town
with nobody to talk to. But now I
had been given a chance and if I
funked it I would be labelled a
coward. Instead of being ignored I
would be laughed at and taunted.

And after a while a thought came
to me, bringing a gleam of hope. I
wondered if the others had all had
to pass the test in turn or if, along

with the ghost, it had been invented
for my benefit with the idea of keep-
ing me from joining the gang. I
walked slowly down the lane. Con-
stable Nettley, wheeling his bicycle,
came out of one of the side-lanes.
He nodded to me, passed some re-
mark about the length of the schook
holidays, and went on his way. ¥
remembered Father once saying that
Mr. Nettley had been born in the
village and lived all his life there.
I called after him. He took the
trouble of coming back to me.

“And what do you want to know
about Wolden House, Davey?”

“Is it really haunted, please, Mr..
Nettley?”

“You want to keep away from
there,” he told me. “It’s dangerous,
falling apart. Loose floorboards and
broken slates and guttering.”

“But is it really haunted?”

“You don’t want to take any notice
of stories like that,” he told me in
the way adults have when they don’t
want to answer a question. “Now
you cut along home.”

It was as if he had confirmed the
story outright. Wally and the others.
hadn’t invented the ghost for my
benefit. It actually existed. Every
night on half-past eleven, perhaps.
just as the clock was striking, the
ghost of a tramp would appear, and
—Dibby’s description had been very
graphic. For all it was a warm, sunny
morning I shivered with apprehension.
as if it were the depths of winter.

At dinner time Father said, “Oh,
Davey; Mr. Nettley tells me that he
had a chat with you about the old:
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house at the crossroads. Why the
sudden interest?”

I had never lied to Father. I told
him that some of the village boys
had spoken to me about a ghost but
I didn’t say anything about the test.

“I see ” He looked across the
table at Mother. Then, “Davey,
what do you know about ghosts?”

“They're dead people come back.”

“That’s what they say. Well, son;
I’ll tell you something. Because I'm
a policeman, when we first came to
live here I made it my business to
learn as much about the place as I
could. So far as I know, nobody has
ever died in Wolden House; least of
all a tramp. So you see there’s no
earthly reason why the house should
be haunted.”

“No, Father,” I said. The matter,
so far as Father was concerned, was
closed. I didn’t intend to listen at
the door afterwards. I was taking my
school blazer from the hallstand and
the door happened to be open.

“—sooner or later he’d hear the
story,” Father was saying. “I didn’t
want to scare the boy any more than
was necessary. Nettley tells me he
has already warned him off.” I
couldn’t catch Mother’s reply.

“There has to be something,”
Father said. “Too many people say
they’ve seen it and they all tell the
same tale. A tramp hanging from the
banister rail. I mean, one has to keep
an open mind about such things.”

I didn’t wait to hear any more. I
went into the garden and played a
game of throwing a ball against the
garage wall, counting the times I
caught it so that I wouldn’t have
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time to think about a lonely, derelict
house and a tramp that hung him-
self each night at the same time.

Later that afternoon when I was
out shopping with Mother, Dibby
and Ben came slouching past. They
said “Good afternoon” politely
enough to Mother, even touching
their caps. But at me they smirked
and nodded knowingly. Mother was
surprised and, I think, pleased. She
said it was nice that the village boys
were making friends with me at last.

That night I went up to my bed-
room at half-past nine. I leaned on
the window ledge and thought. It
was dusk and the orange-yellow
globe of the moon was low over the
trees.

I would have to go through with
the test. That was for sure. Wally
and Ben were coming with me to
make sure I went in the house and
stayed there for the prescribed length
of time. But there was certain to be
a way out at the back. I would go
straight through the house and then
hide in the trees at the back until
the chiming of the church clock told
me the hour was up. Coming back
again would be the worst part. That
was a hurdle to be crossed when 1
came to it.

I tip-toed downstairs. Mother and
Father were watching television in
the lounge. Taking my blazer from
the hallstand I went out into the
lane. Wally and Ben were waiting by
the gap in the hedge. Their surprise
at my appearance gave me Ssome
courage. We walked along the lane
to the crossroads. It was dark now
and the moon sent our shadows leap-
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ing ahead. The breeze soughed
through the branches of the trees. We
walked close together and found
nothing to say to each other.

We stopped when we came to the
drunken and rusted wrought-iron
gate. Wally said, “ ’Ere we are, young
'un.” He held his watch to the moon.
“Dead on ‘alf-past ten.”

“Sooner you than me,” Ben said,
and Wally turned on him and told
him to belt up. Then he patted my
shoulder in a comforting rather than
a patronizing way. “You sure you
want to go through with it?”

I went up the overgrown drive.
Wally called after me, “The door’s
open: i ey

Without giving myself time to
think I set my hands against the
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warped and blistered wood. The door
gave with a gentle creaking. Plaster
cascaded from the top of the porch.

I was in a hall that stretched the
width of the building. Moonlight
came through tall windows. Frag-
ments of glass and mortar crunched
under my feet. The paper had peeled
from the walls to hang in dismal
shreds. In front was a staircase lead-
ing up to a gallery. And there were
the banisters, broken in parts,
looped with grey festoons of cob-
web.

There was a doorway beneath the
gallery and I went towards it, my
heart thudding, more with a sense
of urgency than of fear. The door
opened on a long passage. I was part
way along it when I heard a sound.
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Somewhere in the house somebody
had coughed.

And now the fear was there; over-
whelming, paralysing fear that fixed
my feet to the one spot so that I was
unable to do anything but stare at
the door at the far end of the pas-
sage. For it was from behind there
that the sound had come.

As the door opened it grated on
rubble.

There was some light in the passage
for moonlight filtered through the
skeletons of two small windows. At
first there was only a shapeless
shadow moving towards me; then he
was in the light from one of the
windows—a small man with a thin,
unshaven face, wearing a shabby
raincoat that hung loosely from nar-
row shoulders revealing the red scarf
about his neck, the shapeless tweed
jacket and the brown corduroy waist-
coat.

And then my fear suddenly melted.
For he was taking a huge bite from
the chunk of bread he carried in one
hand; behind him light danced and
flames crackled with an oddly com-
forting sound. And there was a rich
smell of cooking food.

When he saw me he stopped, the
bread poised for another bite. He
spoke through a mouthful of food,
“What the—?" and came a few steps
nearer, peering, his head with its
shock of black hair held sideways.

“And what are you doing here?”
he wanted to know after his scouting.

“Nothing,” I told him.

He scratched the side of his head
in obvious indecision and I enlarged,
“I live here; in the village.”

He took an absent-minded bite of
bread. Then he remembered why he
had opened the door.

“Fire in the kitchen,” he invited.
“Tea brewing and beans all nice and
hot. Company always acceptable.
You go in there and then we’ll have
a chat. I was just on my way for
some more wood.”

An ingenious contrivance of wire
spanned the fire. Water seethed in
one can and beans steamed in an-
other. On the floor was a collection
made up of a metal plate, a bent
spoon, an enamel mug and a filthy
haversack. The fire-glow lent an air
of homeliness to the otherwise drab
surroundings.

He came back with an armful of
broken wood. When he had replen-
ished the dying flames he lowered
himself to the dusty floor and busied
himself spooning beans to the plate.
He glanced up, smiling, “Hungry,
kiddo?”

I told him that I was. He handed
me the plate and spoon. He used a
sliver of wood to eat from the tin.
When the water boiled he had a
paper screw of tea and sugar all
ready, and a pencil to stir with. We
took it in turns to drink from the
mug.

The church clock struck while I
was drinking. “Eleven,” I said after
counting the strokes.

“That late?” said my companion.
“Hadn’t you better tell me what
you're doing here? Won'’t your folks
be worried?”

Because I knew that I still had half
an hour more to kill, and because I
felt that as soon as he had heard my
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story he would send me off home,
maybe even coming with me as far
as the gate, which would spoil every-
thing, I made it last as long as
possible, telling him the whole story,
right from the beginning when I had
stood outside the lounge and heard
Father telling Mother all about the
murder.

He heard me out without interrup-
tion, listening with gratifying intent-
ness. When it was finished he leaned
forward to poke the dying embers
with the piece of wood saved specia-
ally for that purpose.

“That’s quite a story,” he said, his
face red in the glow. “A ghost—" He
turned with a grimace. “And I was
all set for a kip for the night. I
reckon you've changed my mind.”
He tossed the poker into the fire and
sat back on his heels.

“It’s not a good thing to do, listen
at doors,” he told me reproachfully.

“I didn’t really mean to,” I ex-
plained hastily.

“No ” He stared into the glow-
ing heart of the wood ash. He
seemed to have forgotten my
presence. In the silence I could hear
the wind drifting through the empty
windows. I wondered what the time
was now; how long before the half
hour and the end of my vigil.

He roused himself at last, coming
to his feet and looking down at me.
“You'd better be on your way——
I never asked your name?”

“Davey.”

‘Well, Davey:; off you go. And don’t
ever do anything like this again.”

He came with me as far as the

front door and there, thankfully, left
me to go on alone.

The half hour struck when I was a
little way down the drive and I hung
on for a few minutes, crouching be-
hind a bush so that when 1 did join
Wally and Ben they would have no
reason to accuse me of having left
before my time was up. I spent the
time thinking. I couldn’t tell them
about my new friend and the meal
we had enjoyed together because
that would spoil everything. I could
either make some story up about
having seen the ghost, or else I could
just say that nothing had happened.
I would have to think some more
about it before deciding. 1 went to
the gate. They came from the bushes
at the other side of the lane where
they had been waiting. They were
eager for my news.

“Did ’e come?” Ben breathed with
awe. “Did you see it?”

“I'd rather not talk about it,” I
said smugly, enjoying his curiosity.

Wally put his arm about my
shoulders.

“You got guts,” he said; “T’ll say that
much. You got guts all right. You c’'n
tell me what appened.”

“Maybe tomorrow,” I said. We
walked back to the village.

“See you tomorrow,” Wally said at
parting. “You knows the place.”

When I reached home all the doors
were locked. I tried climbing the
drainpipe under my window. Rub-
bing a scraped knee I had to knock
at the front door.

Father’s surprise turned to anger.
He stood over me while I blurted out
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the whole story. I told him every-
thing.

And then he seemed to forget his
anger.

“This—this friend of yours,” he
asked sharply. “What did he look
like? How was he dressed? What
colour was his hair, his eyes?”

I think that even before he left me
to ring the police station and then
race upstairs to dress himself that I
knew who my new friend really was.

It was all over the village the next
day. The police had found the mur-
derer. But he was dead. He had
scrawled a few pencilled lines on a
scrap of paper and then tied his
scarf to the banisters and hung him-
self. Just as it was striking half-past
eleven, they said.

And in the note he left, Peter Grant
said that he was taking the easy way
out because he had discovered that

the police were after him and that it
would only be a matter of time be-
fore they found him.

For six months I enjoyed the
friendship and confidence of the boys
of the village. In their eyes I was
something of a hero. But for all that
I was glad when Father was pro-
moted and we moved from Fernley
back to the city.

One thing has stuck in my mind
Something that Father said when ht
was talking about the murder, right
at the start.

“Coming events,” he told Mother
while 1 listened outside the door,
“casting a shadow before.”

That’s the way it must have been
with Wolden House. For like Wally
told me when we met last week:
“It’s all right now. It has been,
ever since that night. Nobody ever
saw the ghost again after that night.”
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72, PROSPECT STREET
GUY STAFFORD

i EN CROMPTON TURNED
the corner into Pros-
pect Street, as he did
\{ every morning  at
—]@ around 7.30. It was just
/= getting light, and the

wind, blowing strongly
from the north, caused little whirl-
pools of leaves and waste paper to
dance crazily along the pavements.

It was quite chilly, and as he
pulled his coat collar closer about
his neck, Ben thought of warmer
days in Bermuda. That was during
the war. Funny, but thinking back,
it wasn’t such a bad time, or was
it? At least one did get a bit of
variety in life; none of this being
cooped up in a factory all day, then
when you got home at night, a wash,
a meal and it was time for bed. There
just didn’t seem any point in it, a
mere existence that’s all.

Never mind, there was always the
chance of getting a win on the foot-
ball pools; he smiled at the thought.
Every week, with thousands of others,
he would gamble a few shillings on
his coupon and dream of a big win;
that was until he checked the results,
then it was the depths of despair
until the next week. It was sort of
“living in a pools paradise” as it were.
Ben laughed to himself at that, not
bad, a “pools paradise”, must remem-
ber that one.

Another chilly blast of wind
brought him back to reality, there
would be no big wins for Ben Cromp-

ton, of that he was sure. He would
be walking down this street this time
next year, and the one after that
probably.

The mean little houses, in terraces
on either side of the street, were for
the most part empty, in fact con-
demned. The exception appeared to
be the last house on the right, No.
72, which, although empty, had fixed
in a downstairs window, a notice
stating that the house was for sale.

As he tried to imagine what type
of person would want to buy a house
like that, Ben ran a speculative eye
over the building. It was then that he
noticed that the front door was not
properly closed.

What prompted him to push open
the front garden gate and go on
through the door he never knew, but
soon he found himself in a dingy
passage with a door leading off.
Might as well have a look around
now I'm in, he thought, and went
into the front room.

There was very little to see, filth
on the floor, paper peeling off the
walls and a cracked ceiling. He went
on into the back room and found it
much the same, except that it looked
out to a small walled garden over-
grown with weeds, that is, except for
a small patch of freshly dug earth.

Somewhat intrigued by this, Ben
passed through the back door, which
he noted was also unlocked, and
walked out into the garden. Picking
up an old piece of pipe that he found
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leaning against the wall he started to
probe the soft earth until he struck
something solid. With mounting
excitement Ben looked around and
found a piece of board with which
he started to dig.

He soon unearthed a rectangular
package wrapped in canvas and tied
up with string. Quickly, he fished out
his pocket knife, cut the string and
ripped off the canvas to reveal a
cheap fibre attaché-case. With
trembling fingers he fumbled with
the catch. It was not locked and the
hasp flew up with a sharp click.
Strangely afraid, Ben slowly lifted
the lid and looked inside.

“Strewth!™ he gasped as he looked
down on a case full of bank notes,
all in neat rows, and still in bundles
just as they were at the bank.

The bank! The truth struck Ben
at once, that was it, there was a bank
robbery in Millhead last week. This
then must be the loot! Weak at the
knees, Ben sat on an old upturned
bucket to consider the situation. The
correct thing would be to take the
money to the police—and yet—Ben
thought on.

Nobody knows that I've got the
money he reasoned, and there is
nothing to connect me with the rob-
bery. Here in this case is my pass-
port to a life I've always wanted.
Across the sea to far away places, not
as an ordinary seaman this time, but
as a first-class passenger. He could
see it all, yes he would keep the
money, after all finding’s keeping, he
consoled himself.

Before leaving he threw the can-
vas and string into the hole and

pushed back the earth so that it
looked exactly as before. Then carry-
ing the case he went quickly out of
the house.

Ben decided to carry on at work
as usual as it would be unwise to
make any sudden changes; it might
cause talk, and that would be dan-
gerous. Perhaps after a week or so
he would quietly leave his job and
the district; he would find a suitable
excuse. Yes, it was all very simple.

With the case locked in the drawer
of his bench, Ben started work in a
bit of a daze. It was difficult to con-
centrate under the circumstances. His
state of mind did not go unnoticed.

“What’s up, Ben?” asked Jim
Ferris. “You don’t seem to be with
us today.”

“Oh, one or two things on my
mind, Jim,” answered Ben. “I'm all
right.”

“I saw you lock that case in your
drawer,” Jim went on. “What’s in it,
the family fortune?”

Somewhat shaken at this remark,
Ben hoped he sounded convincing
enough when he replied, “Wish it was,
Jim. No, its just a couple of things
the wife asked me to drop round to
a friend. Don’t want to lose them,
see?™

The wife! Ben hadn’t thought of
her, that was awkward, how was he
going to explain his sudden wealth
to her? Mary had been very good
through all their troubles, a simple
woman, but much too honest to have
anything to do with this business. He
would have to think up something
during the day.

However, as the day wore on Ben
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became even less happy about the
situation. The more he thought, the
more problems seemed to arise. In
the end he decided that perhaps he
couldn’t keep the money after all, he
. would hand it over to the police. Yes,
that was it, there might even be a
reward, he could do with the money,
yes honesty is the best policy!

Just as he was congratulating him-
self on solving the problem. Ben
thought of a snag. How was he going
to explain his presence in the house?
True, he had never been in any
trouble with the police, it was just
that he never felt at ease with them.
He felt quite sure that they would
treat him with the utmost suspicion.
Although he didn’t know a great deal
about the law, even he had heard of
being an accessory or something.
Why, he might even end up in jail at
that rate! He shuddered at the
thought. No, his mind was made up,
he wanted no part of it, the money
was going back where it came from,
and the sooner the better.

The day dragged wearily on, until,
at long last it was “knock off time”.
No overtime for Ben tonight, he had
other things to do! Grasping the case
firmly he made his way out of the
factory and in the direction of Pros-
pect Street. He was very conscious
of the contents of the case, so much
so that on seeing a policeman on a
corner, he went right out of his way
to avoid him. Then to his horror,
there, standing on the corner of Pros-
pest Street itself, was another police-
man!

Ben almost turned and ran in panic,
then, pulling himself together, he

forced himself to walk on until he
drew level.

“Good evening,” Ben croaked as he
passed the officer.

The man turned slightly and looked
down at Ben. “’Evening,” he anm-
swered gruffly.

As he walked on down the road
Ben could feel the officer’s eyes bor-
ing into his back, or so it seemed. At
the first road junction he stopped
and while pretending to look into a
shop window, took a careful look
back—the policeman had gone.

Ben hurried back to No. 72,
through the garden gate and up te
the front door. He pushed, but it
didn’t open; it’s stuck he thought, and
pushed harder, but still no movement.
Panic welled up inside him as he
realized that the door was locked.
Desperately he tried the window, but
there was no access that way. For a
moment he stood there trying te
think, then he had the answer. He
must go round to the back and over
the wall.

He almost ran out of the front
garden and made his way to the back
of the house. It was dusk now, and
no one was about. He threw the case
over the wall and quickly scrambled
after it. Feverishly he dug the hole.
wrapped up the case in the canvas
and string, and quickly reburied it. In
a matter of minutes he was scramb-
ling back over the wall.

Ben was almost home before the fit
of trembling left him. Never again
he vowed, in future he would leave
crime to those who had the stomach
for it, the straight and narrow from
now on for Ben Crompton!
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May looked into the little hall as
he entered the house.

“Hello, dear,” she said in a sur-
prised voice. “I thought you were
working on for a while this evening.
I'm afraid your meal isn’t ready.”

“That’s all right, love,” he replied.
“Felt a bit tired so I thought I'd come
home early for a change.”

May and Ben spent a quiet evening
watching television, although Ben
did feel a twinge of conscience when
a news item referred to the recent
spate of robberies, particularly from
banks.

The following day Ben had re-
covered some of his self-assurance,
even to the extent of toying with the
idea of going after the money again.
It did seem to him to be a crying
shame to leave it buried, particularly
when he could make such good use
of it. However he managed to resist
the temptation when he passed
No. 72.

On the third day he was himself
again, and having walked a little
faster than usual on his way to work,
there was enough time for him to
have a glance at the local newspaper.

It was from one of the inner pages

that Ben received his big shock, it
was a headline which read as follows
BANK ROBBERY MONEY
RECOVERED

With a thumping heart Ben read
on.

It was learned from the local police
H.Q., early this morning that the
£10,000 stolen from the Millhead
Bank has been recovered from the
garden of an empty house in Prospect
Street. Police, led by Inspector
Bowen, acted on information received
from a Mr. Denton, an old age pen-
sioner, who lives in a house overlook-
ing the garden of No. 72, where the
money was found.

Mr. Denton told our reporter that
he saw a man climb the wall and
bury a package in the garden. He
said that he had given a description
of this man to the police.

Officials from the Millhead Bank
stated today that Mr. Denton will
receive a substantial reward for his
part in the recovery of the money.
A police spokesman said that from
the description given of the wanted
man, they were confident that there
would be an early arrest.
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CROOKS IN BOOKS

A review of some recent crime, mystery and detective books

STEVE AUSTEN

“A DRAGON FOR CHRISTMAS”, by
Gavin Black (Collins, 12s. 6d.).

It's my impression that thrillers
now, by and large, are better written
than whodunits. Time was when only
such notables as Graham Greene and
Eric Ambler lifted the thriller out of
its rut of over-coloured and strident,
yet banal, clichés; not that some of
the melodramas were not enjoyable
to read but the style was usually bad,
what you might call literate penny-
dreadful. Today the standard is much
higher, while the detective writers’
prose has, in many cases, deterior-
ated: at times, it takes a fair degree
of concentration to ignore all those
badly hung petticoats which were not
intended to show. Despite the title
which, to be fair, is apt in its context,
Gavin Black’s latest Far Eastern
thriller is an example of good, read-
able competence. Occasionally over-

written, perhaps, and with a plot that
appears at times to be diving into the
thick, rich soup of Fu Manchu melo-
drama, although it never in fact does
more than skim the surface, this is a
skilful, fast-moving story of an anti-
Communist British (but youngish Old
China Hand) businessman flogging
engines to the Chinese Peoples’ Re-
public and pursuing his own personal
and semi-ideological mission at the
same time.

A very credible picture of the
New China emerges and the majority
of the characters and the scenes are
both interesting and revealing. The
action is fast, exciting and well-con-
trived and the element of fear is
made thoroughly realistic and under-
standable.

Mr. Black’s narrating hero is
something of an over-performer but
even though you might get exhausted
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Doosms  Tolick
VAL GIELGUD

THE GOGGLE-BOX AFFAIR

SARA WOODS

THE TASTE OF FEARS

PATRICIA MOYES

MURDER A LA MODE

REX STOUT

HOMICIDE TRINITY

L//:///J@f
GAVIN BLACK

A DRAGON for CHRISTMAS

IVOR WILSON

THAT FEEDS ON MEN

GOI-I-INS eachat 12s 6d

by living with him, you are likely to
find him enlivening to read about.
Recommended.

“CHoICE OF VIOLENCE”, by Hugh
Pentecost (Boardman, 12s. 6d.).

This is a highly exciting and wholly
persuasive story about a backwoods-
man lawyer and his small nephew
who become involved in the brutal
killing of a rich, hunch-back philan-
thropist and her zany husband. The
pace is rapid but not breathless; the
plot takes just enough twists and
turns; the writing is unobtrusively
good; and the final scene—an attempt
to bargain and negotiate with per-
sonified evil—has just enough quality
to lift the book out of the rut. For
those who have not yet met Mr.
Pentecost, here is another reason for
doing so. Thoroughly recommended.

“THE DEeabLy Noose”, by
Rae Foley (Hammond, Hammond,
125. 6d.).

In which, as the chapter-headings
used to say, the wealthy young dilet-
tante investigator, Mr. Hiram Potter,
is persuaded out of his elegant New
York bachelordom and unmasks a
devilish blackmailer. A few murders
happen and some nice folks are put
to a lot of trouble but, rest assured,
Mr. Potter saves the day. In fact, this
is a complex and sophisticated plot
with some good characterization
along the way. I liked the book and
enjoyed its moments of tension and
excitement, but I am by no means
sure about Mr. Potter. I find him
difficult to believe in, and when I do,
I don’t think I like him much: he’s
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too colourless. However, as a book,
The Deadly Noose rates a comfort-
able beta plus.

“THE GOGGLE-BOX AFFAIR”, by Val
Gielgud (Crime Club, 12s. 6d.).

This is a nice, comfortable English
mystery—if you know what I mean—
to take with your muffins and Broken
Orange Pekoe and enjoy in front of
a proper, dancing coal-fire (as long as
you don’t live in a smokeless zone,
that is). It’s up-to-date, complete with
Commercial TV network and refer-
ences to homosexuality, but it’s trad
and cosy—and none the worse for
that, either. The background of
Gargantua Television (progressive,
serious in its approach to “the
Medium” but profit-making) is good,
informative and interesting; in fact,
just what you would expect from
Mr. Gielgud, an old and distinguished
B.B.C. hand. Scotland Yard, Gar-
gantua head office, the controlled
bedlam of TV studios, the haute
monde, Soviet Zone Berlin, Wartime
Military Intelligence, Inspector Pel-
lew and the (Dowager) Lady Han-
nington, all contribute to an agreeably
complex plot which is entertainingly
put together. An enjoyable book for
the family, aunts and all, except, no
doubt, for the confirmed tough-
Private-Eye addict.

“SancTuary IsLe”, by Bill Knox
(John Lang, 12s. 6d.).

The island is a bird sanctuary off
the coast of Argylishire, a lonely spot
separated from the mainland by a
treacherous stretch of sea and in-
habited by a solitary, and ex-seafar-
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SAN QUENTIN

KENNETH LAMOTT

A history of San Quentin prison, from
its bloody and bizarre beginnings to its
present-day respectability. 2ls.

four top thrillers

Pierre Audemars
THE DREAM AND THE DEAD

The fifth adventure of M. Pinaud of the
Sdreté. 12s, 6d.

Roderic Graeme
CALL FOR BLACKSHIRT

The twenty-seventh Blackshirt novel,
with all the pace and excitement of its
predecessors. 12s. éd.

Guy Compton
MEDIUM FOR MURDER

Ben Anderson'’s search for his next book
soon developed into a game of hide and
seek with a particularly ingenious mur-
derer. 12s. 6d.

W. Murdoch

Duncan
THE CRIME MASTER

Who was the Crime Master? Superin-
tendent Glaister is brought from the Far
East to find out, in this tale of mystery
and high adventure. 12s. 6d.

JOHN LONG




The Latest in Crime—

CHRISTOPHER

BUSH

THE CASE OF THE
HEAVENLY TWIN

Ludovic Travers investigates for-
gery, theft and the whereabouts of
a missing legatee to find that all
three cases fall into place as parts
of an intriguing mystery. 12s. 6d.

THE GORDONS
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Orient and finds death travelling

beside her. 12s. 6d.

CONRAD

VOSS BARK

MR. HOLMES
GOES TO GROUND

In a special sense Mr. Holmes was
a Downing Street official, a man
very close to the Prime Minister.
But was that sufficient reason for
all the attempts on his life?

12s. 6d.

= = MACDONALD

ing, warden. He is found dead,
poisoned, and two Glasgow Police
officers, Thane and Moss, are sent
north to investigate. This is an outside
book; the sea, the island and a very
nasty group of rocks, the Fangs,
playing more than a scenic role in the
plot. If at times there are elements
of a boys’ adventure tale about
Sanctuary Isle, none-the-less there is
an accuracy and realism in the back-
ground descriptions which lend solid-
ity to the book. By and large, the
characters are well-drawn, although
not particularly original in concep-
tion or revealing in development.
Competent, but without any spark of
brilliance, it will be enjoyed by those
who like the documentary approach
and the Iow-toned colours of authen-
ticity. Beta.

“FatAaL ERrRrOR”, by John Boland
(Boardman, 12s. 6d.).

A disappointing offer from MTr.
Boland (The League of Gentlemen,
The Golden Fleece, etc.) although it
has some redeeming features. But
basically this is a straight, rather dull,
affair of murder for insurance gain,
brightened up by a tyro female in-
surance investigator who provides
some excitement by stumbling on the
murderer. As the school reports con-
tinue to say, Mr. Boland can do
better; much better.

“R.I.S.C.”, by Robert Caine Frazer
(Collins, 12s. 6d.).

An Anglo-American thriller with a
hero, Mark Kilby, who works for the
highly improbable Regal Investment
Security Corporation and operates
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without and beyond the law. Kilby
outflanks James Bond and is, to me,
equally unsympathetic. R.I.S.C. is a
risk-capital venture financed by a
consortium of millionaires and Kilby
is there to see that the risks pay off.
Cn the whole, he and they are on the
side of good, right, etc., but the means
are not altogether praiseworthy—nor
are they for the squeamish. Having
said all this, “R.I.S.C.” is at times
compulsively readable; the plot is
clever, the characters variable but
often interesting and sometimes good,
the pace is fast and the violence is no
worse, and no more gratuitous, than
in many another book. Mark Kilby
even has moments of sentiment. If
you like action, violence and shock-
treated plots, slickly if implausibly
put together, then try Mr. Kilby
whose ego is no more inflated than
a barrage balloon.

“THE PEASENHALL MYSTERY”, by
John Rowland (John Long, 12s. 6d.).

Like the Wallace Case, the Peasen-
hall Mystery was a tantalizing, un-
solved crime and, as in the Wallace
Case, there was only one obvious
murderer. The setting, however, was
rural, not urban: indeed, the whole
story of Rose Harsent and her lover
might have come out of a novel by
Thomas Hardy or Eden Philpotts.
Rose was a young servant girl in the
little village of Peasenhall in Suffolk;
she was honest, hard-working and
sang in the choir of the Primitive
Methodist Chapel. On a June morn-
ing in 1902 she was found in the kit-
chen of her employer’s house with
her throat cut and her hair and cloth-

SEE THEM DIE
Ed McBain

Loose in the 87th Precinct, a hood
idolised by the "teenage gangs. It’s get
him or see hell break loose.

FRENZY OF EVIL
Henry Kane

62and 22, one year married, celebrate,
Among guests discrepancy noted,
taken to heart—action follows.

HOW HARD TO KILL
Thomas B. Dewey

Mac was a private eye. Mac’s knife had
killed a man. Mac knew it. Mac found
himself a client—Mac.

THE YELLOW TROUSERS
Pete Fry

Secretary Betsy went to Germany for

her ’'tec boss to fetch a girl, then
disappeared. Puzzle! Puzzle!

12s. 6d.
each
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me RSPCA

needs your help

s o e T —

to stop this

cruelty This bitch was
starved to death, but not before she
had chewed a live puppy in her hunger.
To combat this kind of cruelty, the
R.S.P.C.A. relies entirely upon the sup-
port of animal lovers. It receives no
Government grant or any other aid.
The Society needs money to instruct in
animal care, investigate ill-treatment,
obtain convictions, and to find new
homes for unwanted animals. Please
show your love of animals in a practical
way and subscribe to membership of
the R.S.P.C.A., or send a donation to
The Chief Secretary, R.S.P.C.A., 105
Jermyn Street, London, S.W.1, or to
your local branch.

ing burned. She was found to be
pregnant. Suspicion immediately fell
upon William Gardiner who had long
been rumoured to be her lover. He
was a married man with six children,
a foreman carpenter and ardent
chapel-goer. He was tried twice; at
each trial the jury disagreed and he
was finally set free.

Both Austin Freeman and Miss
Elizabeth Villiers in her Riddles of
Crime have examined the Peasenhall
Mystery and come to the conclusion
tkat Rose died by accident—she fell
down the narrow cottage stairs when
she was carrying a lamp, a lighted
candle, a bottle of camphorated oil
and a newspaper. The candle ignited
the paraffin from the lamp; the
wounds in her throat came from the
glass of the broken bottle. John Row-
land thinks this an over-imaginative
theory; he sets out to prove William
Gardiner guilty and does, I think, do
so. The book is slightly too long, per-
haps, but fascinating.

“A  GrRAVE UNDERTAKING”, by
Lionel White (Boardman, 12s. 6d.).

This is a brightly written, well-
constructed and supported crime
book. It is centred around a bank
robbery executed from a mortician’s
premises (undertaker’s in English).
It’s one of those plots made up of
different strands which eventually,
cleverly, excitingly and satisfyingly,
all get tangled together. I suspect that
the main warp and woof is less im-
probable than it seems: nothing,
after all, is more improbable than
serious organized crime, and yet it
exists, particularly in the States. The
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characters are well-sketched, the
plans well-organized and even the
dénouement gets by, on skill rather
than credibility. In all, an amusing,
_ entertaining and excitingly readable
job, well worth putting on your list.

“THE CRIME MASTER”, by W. Mur-
doch Duncan (John Long, 12s. 6d.).

The title, like the conception of the
book itself, is reminiscent of another
world, another generation, another
fashion of style: The Crime Master
reads like a latter-day Edgar Wallace.
It is competently done and not with-
out well-contrived sub-plots and
nicely conceived characterization.
However, in terms of detection, it has
to be either A or B and from fairly
early on most of you will pick the
winner. Somehow the plot lacks sus-
tained suspense and Mr. Duncan
therefore seems to misfire, despite his
skill and experience. Suspects, police,
journalists, village lasses and lads, all
have their engaging quirks and com-
bine to make a comfortable and cosy
bedtime read.

“MaLICE DoMEestic” and “THE
Taste oF FEars”, by Sara Woods
(Crime Club, 12s. 6d. each).

Miss Woods is a new find who
sprang fully-fledged into the crime
fiction list with five novels. These are
now being fairly speedily released.
Her investigating protagonist, who
continues from book to book, is a
youngish barrister called Antony
Maitland. He is accompanied, or
more accurately backed, by an un-
complaining and charming but child-
less wife, Jenny, and an eminent

have you read

The
Ipcress File

by
LEN
DEIGHTON

“The best first spy thriller
in years.”

JULIAN SYMONS, Sunday Times

““‘Something entirely new in

spy fiction.”
Evening Standard

“A spy-thriller that actually
outbonds Bond.”
Daily Express

“Its authenticity will make
MI5 wonder where he gets
his material from.”

Daily Sketch

15s
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uncle, Sir Nicholas Harding, a Q.C.
of presence, mind and manner, worth
his salt and his silk. Frankly, I was
unimpressed by the first Sara Woods
release (Bloody Instructions): it was
neither bad nor good, and while wel-
coming a new detective writer—I
found I was not very interested in the
outcome. But with the second two
Maitland adventures I am much more
taken. Malice Domestic is the un-
ravelling of an upper middle-class
family drama, which emerges as the
head of the family business—they
are vintners—is murdered and his
great-nephew arrested. The handling
of the plot, the creation of characters
and the development of Maitland,
Harding and Jenny, are all to be
praised. The legal scenes are good,
court and chambers, and the story is
intricate and surprising enough to
retain interest. If not a really polished
gem, this book is certainly sufficiently
urbane and competent to demand the
attention of readers.

The Taste of Fears is, for my
money, a more compelling book, all
of which suggests that the author is
improving with each completed
novel. The plot here is superficially
more melodramatic with wartime
hangovers, Nazi regeneration and
S.0.E. and M.L5 all playing their,
in varying degrees, grisly parts. There
are, at least a brace of murders and
Maitland has a testing and thorough-
ly exciting time, which the readers
should relish more than he does. In
sum, this is a good, readable and
gripping piece of semi-legitimate de-
tection. I now await with considerable
interest the next two. I should be still

more enthusiastic if Miss Woods’
prose style was a little less undistin-
guished. Meantime, put her on your
reading list.

“THE FATAL FIFTH”, by Margaret
Penrose (John Long, 12s. 6d.).

A lightly told detective story set in
South Africa—though it might be
anywhere—with an engaging heroine
who runs a firm called Service Un-
limited. The firm does not undertake
criminal work; it is merely accident
that involves Clare in the life of a
rich and decadent family, on murder
bent. The guy at a November the
Fifth prep school party turns out to
be a dead body. The tale rattles on
pleasantly enough with some ex-
tremely lively and amusing charac-
ters. A good, cosy read; unviolent,
unsexy. It makes a change.

“KiL witH KINDNESS”, by Robert
Bloomfield (Boardman, 12s. 6d.).

Norval, the small-town worm, the
unsuccessful, nice, little fellow whose
jobs collapse on him, whose crockery
falls apart in his hands and whose
trousers fall down at parties, turns—
and, apparently, murder turns with
him. It begins with his wife who
laughed at him and deceived him,
and it goes on to erase others in his
way. Mr. Bloomfield writes wittily
and effectively and his gallery of pro-
vincial American rogues and gulls is
illuminating and rewarding.

The progress of Norval is excel-
lently done, and if the crimes lack the
gravity of suspense, this is more than
compensated by the sharpness of wit
and the quality of the entertainment.
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