‘Comie along, dear,’ she said to her twin. ‘You know you’re
very tired, and I want to get you home.’ Then, sotto voce to
John, ‘She’s psychic. Your wife told you, I believe, but I don’t
want her to go into trance here in the street.’

God forbid, thought John, and the little procession began to
move slowly along the street, away from police headquarters, a
canal to the left of them. Progress was slow, because of the
blind sister, and there were two bridges. John was completely
lost after the first turning, but it couldn’t have mattered less.
Their police escort was with them, and anyway, the sisters
knew where they were going.

‘I must explain,” said John softly. ‘My wife would never
forgive me if I didn’t,” and as they walked he went over the
whole inexplicable story once again, beginning with the tele-
gram received the night before and the conversation with Mrs
Hill, the decision to return to England the following day,
Laura by air, and John himself by car and train. It no longer
sounded as dramatic as it had done when he had made his
statement to the police officer, when, possibly because of his
conviction of something uncanny, the description of the two
vaporettos passing one another in the middle of the Grand
Canal had held a sinister quality, suggesting abduction on the
part of the sisters, the pair of them holding a bewildered Laura
captive. Now that neither of the women had any further
menace for him he spoke more naturally, yet with great sin-
cerity, feeling for the first time that they were somehow both in
sympathy with him and would understand.

‘You see,’ he explained, in a final endeavour to make
amends for having gone to the police in the first place, ‘I truly
believed I had seen you with Laura, and I thought...’ he hesi-
tated, because this had been the police officer’s suggestion and
not his, ‘T thought that perhaps Laura had some sudden loss of
memory, had met you at the airport, and you had brought her
back to Venice to wherever you were staying.’

They had crossed a large square and were approaching a
house at one end of it, with a sign ‘Pensione’ above the door.
‘Their escort paused at the entrance.

‘Is this it?’ asked John.

“Yes,” said the sister. ‘I know it is nothing much from the
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“ outside, but it is clean and comfortable, and was recommended
E by friends.’ She turned to the escort. ‘Grazie,’ she said to him,

‘grazie tanto.’

The man nodded briefly, wished them ‘Buona notte,’ and
disappeared across the campo.

‘Will you come in?’ asked the sister. ‘I am sure we can find
you some coffee, or perhaps you prefer tea?’

‘No, really,’ John thanked her, ‘I must get back to the hotel.
I'm making an early start in the morning. I just want to make
quite sure you do understand what happened, and that you
forgive me.’

“There is nothing to forgive,” she replied. ‘It is one of the
many examples of second sight that my sister and I have ex-
perienced time and time again, and I should very much like to
record it for our files, if you will permit it.’

‘Well, as to that, of course,” he told her, ‘but I myself find it
hard to understand. It has never happened to me before.’

‘Not consciously, perhaps,” she said, ‘but so many things
happen to us of which we are not aware. My sister felt you
had psychic understanding. She told your wife. She also told
your wife, last night in the restaurant, that you were to experi-
ence trouble, danger, that you should leave Venice. Well, don’t
you believe now that the telegram was proof of this? Your son
was ill, possibly dangerously ill, and so it was necessary for
you to return home immediately. Heaven be praiscd your wife
flew home to be by his side.’

“Yes, indeed,’ said John, ‘but why should I see her on the
vaporetto with you and your sister when she was actually on
her way to England?’

“Thought transference, perhaps,’ she answered. “Your wife
may have been thinking about us. We gave her our address,
should you wish to get in touch with us. We shall be here
another ten days. And she knows that we would pass on any
message that my sister might have from your little one in the
spirit world.’

“Yes,’ said John awkwardly, ‘yes, I see. It's very good of
you.’ He had a sudden rather unkind picture of the two sisters
putting on headphones in their bedroom, listening for a coded
message from poor Christine. ‘Look, this is our address in
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London,’ he said. ‘I know Laura will be pleased to hear from
you.’ :

He scribbled their address on a sheet torn from his pocket-
diary, even, as a bonus thrown in, the telephone number, and
handed it to her. He could imagine the outcome. Laura spring-
ing it on him one evening that the ‘old dears’ were passing
through London on their way to Scotland, and the least they
could do was to offer them hospitality, even the spare-room
for the night. Then a seance in the living-room, tambourines
appearing out of thin air.

‘Well, I must be off, he said. “Goodnight, and apologies,
once again, for all that has happened this evening.’ He shook
hands with the first sister, then turned to her blind twin. g i
hope,’ he said, ‘that you are not too tired.’

The sightless eyes were disconcerting. She held his hand fast
and would not let it go. “The child,” she said, speaking in an
odd staccato voice, ‘the child ... I can see the child.. . and
then, to his dismay, a bead of froth appeared at the corner of
her mouth, her head jerked back, and she half-collapsed in her
sister’s arms.

‘We must get her inside,’ said the sister hurriedly. ‘It’s all
right, she’s not ill, it’s the beginning of a trance state.’

Between them they helped the twin, who had gone rigid,
into the house, and sat her down on the nearest chair, the
sister supporting her. A woman came running from some
inner room. There was a strong smell of spaghetti from the
back regions. ‘Don’t worry,’ said the sister, ‘the signorina and 1
can manage. I think you had better go. Sometimes she is sick
after these turns.’

‘I’'m most frightfully sorry. ..’ John began, but the sister had
already turned her back, and with the signorina was bending
over her twin, from whom peculiar choking sounds were pro-
ceeding. He was obviously in the way, and after a final gesture
of courtesy, ‘Is there anything I can do?’, which received no
reply, he turned on his heel and began walking across the
square. He looked back once, and saw they had closed the
door.

What a finale to the evening! And all his fault. Poor old
girls, first dragged to police headquarters and put through an
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interrogation, and then a psychic fit on top of it all. More
likely epilepsy. Not much of a life for the other sister, but she
seemed to take it in her stride. An additional hazard, though, if
it happened in a restaurant or in the street. And not particu-
larly welcome under his and Laura’s roof should the sisters
ever find themselves beneath it, which he prayed would never
happen.

Meanwhile, where the devil was he? The square, with the
inevitable church at one end, was quite deserted. He could not
remember which way they had come from police headquarters,
there had seemed to be so many turnings.

Wait a minute, the church itself had a familiar appearance.
He drew nearer to it, looking for the name which was some-
times on notices at the entrance. San Giovanni in Bragora,
that rang a bell. He and Laura had gone inside one morning to
look at a painting by Cima da Conegliano. Surely it was only a
stone’s throw from the Riva degli Schiavoni and the open wide
waters of the San Marco lagoon, with all the bright lights of
civilisation and the strolling tourists? He remembered taking a
small turning from the Schiavoni and they had arrived at the
church. Wasn’t that the alley-way ahead? He plunged along it,
but halfway down he hesitated. It didn’t seem right, although it
was familiar for some unknown reason.

Then he realised that it was not the alley they had taken the
morning they visited the church, but the one they had walked
along the previous evening, only he was approaching it from
the opposite direction. Yes, that was it, in which case it would
be quicker to go on and cross the little bridge over the narrow
canal, and he would find the Arsenal on his left and the street
leading down to the Riva degli Schiavoni to his right. Simpler
than retracing his steps and getting lost once more in the maze
of back streets.

He had almost reached the end of the alley, and the bridge
was in sight, when he saw the child. It was the same little girl
with the pixie-hood who had leapt between the tethered boats
the preceding night and vanished up the cellar steps of one of
the houses. This time she was running from the direction of
the church the other side, making for the bridge. She was run-
ning as if her life depended on it, and in a moment he saw
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why. A man was in pursuit, who, when she glanced backwards
for a moment, still running, flattened himself against a wall,
believing himself unobserved. The child came on, scampering
across the bridge, and John, fearful of alarming her further,
backed into an open doorway that led into a small court.

He remembered the drunken yell of the night before which
had come from one of the houses near where the man was
hiding now. This is it, he thought, the fellow’s after her again,
and with a flash of intuition he connected the two events, the
child’s terror then and now, and the murders reported in the
newspapers, supposedly the work of some madman. It could be
coincidence, a child running from a drunken relative, and yet,
and yet... His heart began thumping in his chest, instinct
warning him to run himself, now, at once, back along the alley
the way he had come—but what about the child? What was
going to happen to the child?

Then he heard her running steps. She hurtled through the

open doorway into the court in which he stood, not seeing
him, making for the rear of the house that flanked it, where
steps led presumably to a back entrance. She was sobbing as she
ran, not the ordinary cry of a frightened child, but the panic-
stricken intake of breath of a helpless being in despair. Were
there parents in the house who would protect her, whom he
could warn? He hesitated a moment, then followed her down
the steps and through the door at the bottom, which had burst
open at the touch of her hands as she hurled herself against
it.
~ 9’ all right,” he called. ‘I won’t Iet him hurt you, it’s all
right,’ cursing his lack of Italian, but possibly an English voice
might reassure her. But it was no use—she ran sobbing up
another flight of stairs, which were spiral, twisting, leading to
the floor above, and already it was too late for him to retreat.
He could hear sounds of the pursuer in the courtyard behind,
someone shouting in Italian, a dog barking. This is it, he
thought, we’re in it together, the child and I. Unless we can
bolt some inner door above he’ll get us both.

He ran up the stairs after the child, who had darted into a
room leading off a small landing, and followed her inside and
slammed the door, and, merciful heaven, there was a bolt
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« which he rammed into its socket. The child was crouching by
- the open window. If he shouted for help someone would surely

hear, someone would surely come before the man in pursuit
threw himself against the door and it gave, because there was
no one but themselves, no parents, the room was bare except
for a mattress on an old bed, and a heap of rags in one corner.

‘It’s all right,’ he panted, ‘it’s all right,’ and held out his
hand, trying to smile. )

The child struggled to her feet and stood before him, the
pixie-hood falling from her head on to the floor. He stared at
her, incredulity turning to horror, to fear. It was not a child at
all but a little thick-set woman dwarf, about three feet high,
with a great square adult head too big for her body, grey locks
hanging shoulder-length, and she wasn’t sobbing any more, she
was grinning at him, nodding her head up and down.

Then he heard the footsteps on the landing outside and the

hammering on the door, and a barking dog, and not one voice
but several voices, shouting, ‘Open up! Police!’ The creature
fumbled in her sleeve, drawing a knife, and as she threw it at
him with hideous strength, piercing his throat, he stumbled and
fell, the sticky mess covering his protecting hands.
And he saw the vaporetto with Laura and the two sisters
steaming down the Grand Canal, not today, not tomorrow, but
the day after that, and he knew why they were together and
for what sad purpose they had come. The creature was gibber-
ing in its corner. The hammering and the voices and the bark-
ing dog grew fainter, and, ‘Oh God,’ he thought, ‘what a
bloody silly way to die....



