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The story on which this novel is based
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Chapter One

Hit and Run

The car stopped at the ‘halt’ sign and the driver locked
right, left and right again. There was nothing in sight, and
the car went forward, just in time to be hit broadside by a
motor-cycle which had come round a sharp bend in the
other road. The motor-cyclist hurtled over the top of the
car and lay still. The driver stopped the car, hesitated for a
moment and then drove off.

‘Murder! Thieves! Stop !’ shouted Colonel Brain, who
was first out of the Blue Goose, the public house at the
corner. ‘Have you got his number?’ shouted the colonel.
But no one had. If anyone had expected the car to drive off,
it would have been simple enough to take the number. But,
as the car had stopped, none of the dozen people in the
street at the time of the accident had thought it necessary.
By the time they realized that they needed the number the
car was vanishing out of sight. Someone said he thought the
letters were CQ) but that was the best they could do.

The police wére on the scene within five minutes, and
within ten minutes an ambulance had taken the motor-
cyclist away. The police then radioed a description of the
wanted car. This was not entirely easy. People were agreed
that it was a sports saloon, but the colour varied. Grey, blue,
and black were the most popular colours. But there was also
a dark red. The common denominator was dark, and so the
police called it: ‘A dark sports saloon] with letters CQ and
marks of a collision in the middle of the offside.’

Having dealt with thé most urgent matters the senior
policeman decided that there were so many witnesses and
that the case was so serious that the statements would be
better taken at the nearest police station, half a mile away.
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They were able to give a lift to two of the bystanders but the
rest, having given their narmes and addresses, were invited
to walk. It was a dull day but not actually raining.”

Colonel Brain saw old Mrs Benson on the other side of the
road and went across to her. Although eighty-two she had
said she preferred to walk, and so she and the colonel walked
together.

‘It should be prevented by law,’ said the colonel. “If that
driver had been in my battahon this would never have hap-
pened.’

‘Drivers!’ said Mrs Benson. ‘Some of them are a dis~
grace.’

‘Do you drive, madam?’ asked the colonel.

This was an awkward question for Mrs Benson. She loved
driving. It was one of her dearest hobbies. But unfortunately,
some three months previously, she had had an accident and
been charged with dangerous driving. No one had been
hurt, but the Bench considered that, if they let Mrs Benson
go on driving, someone might be, and they had suspended
her licence for a considerable period. A period which they
thought would be sufficient to prevent her driving again in
this world.

‘Everyone drives today,” said Mrs Benson, ‘but some of
them should not be allowed to.’

‘Disqualify them, I say,” said the colonel. ‘That’s the
proper penalty. Disqualify them.’

Mrs Benson coloured slightly.

‘Did you see it, colonel ?* she asked.

‘Did Isee it?’ said the colonel. ‘I was first out.’

‘Qut?’ queried Mrs Benson.

‘On the scene, madam, on the scene. I saw it all. Quite
disgraceful.’

“1 saw it too,’ said Mrs Benson. ‘It was terrible.’

“There’s a “halt™ sign on that road,’ said the colonel.
‘Suppose he can’t read. A foreigner, perhaps. They
shouldn’t be allowed to drive, madam, till they can read. A

Frenchman perhaps. Do you know the French for halt,
madam?’

‘Halte, isn’t it ?*
8



‘No, the French, madam.’

‘I thought it was ““ halte”. With an “e”, you know.”

‘But it sounds the same.’

‘Yes, it does.’

‘Then may I ask you, madam, what is the point of the
(14 e 2” ? ?

‘I’ve never thought of it like that,’ said Mrs Benson.

‘These foreigners!’ said the colonel. ‘Perhaps it was a
German. D’you by any chance know the German for halt??

¢ Halt, isn’t it ?° said Mrs Benson.

‘But that’s the same word, isn’t it ?* said the colonel.

‘Yes.’

‘Notevenan “e”?’

‘No.’

‘Then once again, madam, I don’t see the point. Ifit’s a
foreign language it should be different. That’s the object of
a foreign language, isn’t it, to be different ? But you say it’s
the same. Halt. Just like the English. Then how do we know
he was a German ?’

*You say such odd things, colonel.’

‘But in English, madam, you must admit that. Anyway,
the sign said “halt”,; and he didn’t. Even without an “e”’ he
should have understood it. But it would be a stronger case if
he were German. You say it’s the same in German ?’

‘I think so.’

‘I have a feeling that he was a German, madam. Intui-
tion, they call 1t Found it very useful in my battalion. We
had a corporal once who went absent without leave. He was
a good chap and I felt sure it was about his wife.’

‘And wasit?’

The colonel thought for a moment.

‘No,” he said, ‘it wasn’t. That was another case.’

‘I see,’ said Mrs Benson.

‘Just an example, of course. Not on all fours. But near
enough. Near enough. I hope they catch this fellow. I know

. what I’d have given him if he’d been in my battalion.’

‘What would you have given him, colonel ?’

Again the colonel was silent for a moment or so.

‘As a matter of fact I couldn’t have tried the case. So I
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couldn’t have given him anything. But if I could have given
him anything I’d ... I’d . . .” He stopped.

‘Yes, colonel,’ sald Mrs Bcnson

‘It wouldn’t make sense, madam, would it, to tell you
what I would have glven h1m if 1 could ha.ve given him,
when I couldn t have given him.’

‘Isee.

‘We Army fellows haven’t much brain to boast about, or
so they tell us, but we try to talk sense.’

‘I'm sure you do.’

“Thank you. And, if there were exams in talking sense,
most of us would pass. Which is more than you can say for
the Staff College. I failed twice.”

‘What a shame.’

‘A shame ! It was a record. I’m the only person who’s been
allowed to fail twice. Most people are only allowed to fail
once. That isn’t much of a qualification. But twice, madam,
that shows.’

‘I’msure it does.’

‘But what does it show, madam P’

*Quite frankly, colonel, I’ve no idea.’

‘But how could you? You weren’t there. I wonder if
they’ve caught the fellow.’

They reached the police station and were shown into a
waiting room. It was some time before their turn came,
Altogether there were over twenty witnesses, most of whom
claimed to have seen the whole thing. As the case might
result in a charge of manslaughterthe police were taking no
chances and they took statements from everyone. Although
the details varied, sometimes considerably, they were all
agreed that the car had come straight across the cross-roads
without stopping and at a very fast speed. Even Colonel
Brain, who had been inside the public house at the moment
of impact, was quite definite on this point. And by the t1mc
he had said it often enough he really believed it.

‘Now, Colonel Brain,’ the officer said, ‘what can you tell
us?’

‘I was having my morning pint when something ~ I can’t
remember what it was — made me go outside. And there was
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this chap tearing across the cross-roads. The poor motor-
cyclist never had a chance.’

‘What speed would you estimate the car was doing ?’

‘I couldn’t be positive to a mile or two, but forty or fifty
certainly.’

‘At what speed did he cross the “halt” lme »?

* ‘Thesame.’

‘And did he stop after the accident?’

‘Well, he paused,’ said the colonel. ‘I suppose he wanted
to be sure he’d killed the fellow. Apparently he was satisfied
and drove on. D’you think you’ll catch him, officer ?’

‘I expect so, sir. He must have a nasty mark on the car,
and we’ve got the letters. If you see any cars with CQ on
them will you please make a note of their numbers and let us
know?’

‘By Jove,’ said the colonel, ‘that’s bright of you, officer.
Why didn’t I think of that?’

‘We shall investigate all the CQs if necessary, but tha.t sa
long job.’

*Let’s hope it was CQ then,’ said the colonel. “Not CG or
‘GC or QC or QQ or CC or GG or ... but I suppose you
could investigate all those too if nccessary.’

‘We should all be dead by then, sir. No, if it’s not CQ
we'll get nothing that way. But, unless he’s a garage pro- ¢
prietor himself, the damage shduld help us: Of course he
might lay the car up in his garage for six months or more,
Then, ifit isn’t CQ ,we’ve had it.’

‘Don’t give up, officer. I've a feeling you’ll get the fellow.

Intuition, you know. There was once a corporal — no, there
wasn’t.’



Chapter Two

Voluntary Statement

Two days after the accident Andrew Mortlake, a journalist
with considerable knowledge of the Courts, called on his
friend Michael Barnes, M.P. He had been asked round for a
drink.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, as soon as he saw Michael’s
face, ‘Isit Sheila?’

*Yes,’ said Michael.

‘I’m terribly sorry. Tell me.” :

‘She’s in hospital. The baby started to go wrong and it’s
been touch'and go. Body and mind.’

‘She’s a bit better ?’

‘Yes. A bit, Butit’s terribly worrying.’

‘I know. Anything I cando?’

‘I’m not sure. I’ve got to think.’

‘Well — anything at all. You know.’

*It’s good of you, Andrew, but I’m not sure.’

‘Not sure ? I don’t quite follow.’

‘You couldn’t,’ said Michael. ‘I’'m trying to make up my
mind whether to tell you.’

‘Is it worse than you said, or what?’

‘No, it’s nothing to do with Sheila., Yet it is, in a way. I’'m
in the most frightful mess, and quite frankly I don’t know
what the hellto do.’

“Well, don’t tell me, if you’d rather not, but it’d probably
be better to get it off your chest.’

‘I know, but I don’t want to involve other people.’

‘T can’t think what you can be talking about. Is it politi-
cal?’

‘Only indirectly. I'd tell you if I knew more about the
law. But I don’t want to put you in a false position. Perhaps
12



you know the answer. Suppose I told you I'd committed a
crime, would you yourself be guilty of an offence if you
didn’t go to the police?’

‘T’ve no idea. But I wouldn’t go, if that’s what you're
afraid of. :

‘That’s the trouble. If I tell you - either you have to go to
'the police, which wouldn’t suit me, or you become a crimi-
nal yourself, which wouldn’t suit you.’

‘But what on earth have you done? It can’t be all that
bad. I mean it’s impossible. Have you assaulted someone in
a cinema or something P’

*Oh, good Lord, no.’

‘Sorry, but I can’t think what it can be. You say it’s not
political ?’

There was a pause, while the one man wondered what it
was all about and the other whether to say what it was.

‘I’d have read about it if you’d been had up for “drunk in
charge”. Anyway, you never would be.’

‘No, but you’re warm.’

‘A motoring offence?’

*Yes. I suppose I’d better tell you, But I hope to God I'm
not going to make it awkward for you.’

‘Don’t worry on that scoré. This conversation never took
place.’

‘Have you heard a police broadcast on the wireless asking
for the driver of a car which collided with a motor-cyclist at
the Blue Goose cross-roads at Needham and didn’t stop ?°

‘I can’t say that I particularly noticed it. There are so
many of these police announcements. That was you?’

‘Yes.?

‘Why on earth didn’t you stop?’

‘“That’s the trouble. Id just had a phone call from Sheila,
She sounded terribly odd at first. Then she became hysteri-
cal and obviously dropped the receiver. I jumped into the
car and raced home like hell. I came to these cross-roads and
stopped. Just for a moment. I’ll swear there was nothing in
sight. So I went on and this wretched motor-cyclist came
flying round the corner and into me. Went right over the top
of the car. There were lots of people in the street. I stopped

13



and hesitated for 2 moment. Well, you know how quickly the
brain works. First and foremost I thought of Sheila possibly
lying in a faint’on the floor. The baby possibly arriving.
Anything. There were lots of people to look after the poor
chap on the ground. Nothing I could do for him. If I’d got
out I’'d have wasted at the least minutes and possibly much
more. It took me half a second, I suppose, to think of all that.
I made up my mind and I was off.’

‘That was fair enough. I’d have done the same.’

‘I got back in time to whisk Sheila off to hospital. She was
sitting in a chair just looking in front of her. An awful look.
She saw me and recognized me, and yet didn’t seem to know
me properly. I’ve had forty-eight hours of hell. And we’re
not out of it yet.’ :

‘That’s why you haven’t been to the palice yet?’

“That’s one reason. But there’s another. If they’d had my
number they’d have been for me. So it looks as though they
won’t get me unless I go to them.’

‘Aren’t you going P’

‘Of course I would in the normal way. But it’s bound to be
reported in the Press, and if Sheila sees it, it might be such a
shock that she’d have a relapse. They say she must be kept
absolutely quiet. Now, what the hell should I do? I really
just don’t know, This fellow may die. Then there’ll be an
inquest. 'm an M.P. It sounds dreadful not going to the
police — but, if I do, it might kill Sheila — or worse. What
would you do ?’

Andrew thought for a moment.

‘I hope to God it never happens to me. But I'll tell you
what I’d do. I'd wait till Sheila’s in the clear. Then I'd go to
the police and explain.’

‘Even if the chap died ?’

‘Certainly, Going to the police won’t help him, or his
relatives. Later on you can tell them why you did it. There’s
only one thing, though.’

‘What's that?’

‘Are you sure you can’t be traced P’

‘Wouldn’t they have been here already if they’d got the
number ?’ ’
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‘The whole number, yes. But, if they’ve only got part,
they’ll have a lot of weeding out to do. Might take days.
Then again, you must have a mark on your car.’

‘Yes, it’s dented a door panel.”

‘Someone might see it. If you have it put right, the garage
certainly will. If you don’t, it’ll be there for anyone to see,
and if they’ve got part of the number. . .

‘They have. CQ .’

‘Oh Lord. That looks bad, old boy. Presumably, if they
come round to you, you can’t tell them lies and you’ll have
to admit it. Then there’s only your word for it that you were
going to tell them later. People aren’t inclined to believe
that sort of thing.’

‘Then you’d go to the police now?’

‘If I were sure you wouldn’t be traced, I wouldn’t.
As I said, I'd wait until Sheila was O.K. But, if there’s
a chance of your being picked up, it’s much too dangerous
to wait.’

‘Why exactly ?’

‘Well, I believe what you’ve told me about the accident.
But those bystanders who saw you drive off may say any-
thing about you. And if, in addition to that, you have to be
nosed out by the police, and if the chap dies, they might
charge you with manslaughter. Even if he doesn’t die, they
would be almost certain to charge you with dangerous driv-
ing or whatever.’

‘But if Sheila sees about it in the papers?’

‘You must get the staff to keep them from her. I'm sure
they’ll try to help. But it’s much better for her to read that
you were just involved in an accident than that you’ve got a
year for manslaughter or six months for dangerous driving.’

‘D’you think that’s likely ?’

‘No, of course not, old boy, but, if the police are going to
find you in the end, it’ll be much worse for you if they have
to come to you than if you go to them. How is the chap, by
the way?’

‘Well, I haven’t been able to ask. But according to the
papers he’s still sefiously ill.”

‘I think you ought to go off straight away. It’s much too
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dangerous to risk their not tracing you. And 1 think they
would. Unless you’re a panel-beater and can repair the
damage perfectly yourself they’ll be round here because
you're one of the CQs. Then either you show them the car
or you don’t. Either way, you’ll have had it. And if you take
it to be repaired, ten to one-the garage will go to the police.
No, old boy — it’s not really a choice of evils. You’ll have to
do it. Quickly too, in case they’re on the way here now. 1
tell you what. If you like, I’ll go to the hospital and have a
word with them about the papers.’

An hour later Michael was in Sandy Lane police station
making a statement to a police officer. He told the officer
substantially what he had told Andrew.

*You’re quite sure you stopped at the ‘‘halt” line, sir?* he
was asked.

‘Absolutely,” said Michael. ‘Not for long, though. I just
" looked quickly each way. There was nothing and I went on.
AsT told you, I was in a great hurry,”

‘IfI may say so,” said the officer, ‘if you'll forgive me, that
doesn’t sound very good from your point of view. Most
motorists explain that they are in no hurry atall.’

‘I dare say,’ said Michael, ‘but I was in a hurry and for a
very good reason. And I won’t deny that I went at more
than thirty in a restricted area.’

‘You don’t have to make any admission, sir. And, unless
you want me to, I won’t take down that part about the
speed limit. If I may say so, sir, there may be quite enough
against you without your adding any more.’

‘D’you think I'm likely to be charged then?’

‘It’s not for me to say, sir.’

‘But do you think it likely ?’

‘I can’t say, sir, but if there are seven or eight witnesses
who say you didn’t stop at the “halt” line, and only one
says you did, itlooks ...’

Michael interrupted him.

- ‘I’m glad there’s one person who really was looking. May
I ask the name of the witness who saw me stop ?’

‘Well, sir, normally I wouldn’t be allowed to tell you, but

1 can in this case. It’s you, sir.’

16



