Voices in the Night 

(Read whole text uninterrupted before going back to look at the questions)

‘You really are mad, you know,’ the voice whispered.  It was cold, ghostly and yet oddly familiar.  ‘Insane!’

Time was frozen.  She managed at last to croak into the telephone.  ‘Who are you?’

‘I’m you.  You.  A madwoman,’ the answer floated back and the phantom caller had gone.

Numbly, Joan Tindall put the telephone back on its rest and walked into the kitchen.  It was getting dark outside.  Her breathing was rapid and she shook all over.  This time had she really heard the voice of her caller?  Or was she slowly going out of her mind.

1) What problem is introduced to the reader at the start of this story?

2) How does the writer go about making us curious?

3) What questions are we asking ourselves here?

It happened before.  After the death of her husband, her world had fallen to pieces.  Without her nephew Charles, she might never had survived.  He had found her a clinic where she could be treated for her breakdown.

Though it had been strange and dreamlike there, it had saved her.  She thought of the long, quietly shining corridors, the thick doors.  She had been given pills to make her sleep.  In her waking moments nurses had talked to her; doctors had advised her.  But there had been other voices while she was awake, too.  She had spoken to Martin, her dead husband.  Strange noises had persecuted her.  Angry faces had accused her.  None of them had been real.

And she had recovered.  They had let her go.  She didn’t want to go back.  She was home.  She was better.  She didn’t need to go back.  And yet – were all these recent telephone calls real?  Had she really heard the knocking in the night?

1) How does this section make us even more curious about the main character?

2) How does this section help to take the story forward?

Suddenly, through the window, in the gathering dusk, she caught sight of Holroyd beyond the fence, coming down the field.  Could it have been his voice she almost recognised?  He might have hated Martin enough.  She had thought of that before.

Months ago, Holroyd’s cattle had broken fences and done extensive damage on the Tindall land.  Martin had demanded a large sum for the repairs.  Holroyd had refused to pay.  Her husband had threatened legal action.  Then, before he could bring Holroyd to court, Martin had died.

Now, with her husband dead, was Holroyd trying to take his revenge on her? The call, like the others, had been from a public telephone.  Wasn’t there a call box just down the lane?  She struggled to remember.  Was Holroyd trying to make her ill again?  Did he, perhaps, think that with her out of the way, too, there could be no court case?  It was impossible.

She jumped.  Her heart was pounding horribly.  The two tones of the front door bell had resounded through the house.  She stood up, twisting her hands together.  The bell clanged again.  Her feet, without her willing it, took her to the door and she opened it.

She thanked God for the chain on the door when she saw Holroyd.  His face seemed lined with cruel shadows.

‘Mrs Tindall?’ His voice was husky and sinister in her ears.

‘Yes?’ she whispered.

‘I knew you were in.  Saw you hadn’t any lights on.  You all right?’  Was he mocking her?

‘Yes,’ she repeated, dry-mouthed.

‘Are you sure?’  He took a half step forward, peering.

‘Yes! Yes!’ she almost screamed.  ‘Leave me alone!  Go away!’  She slammed the door.  As she leaned back on it, she heard him mumble something and then his heavy steps moved away.

1) How is the opening situation developed further in this section?

2) How are we supposed to react to the new character in the story?  How does the writer do this?

Her first panic thought was to ring for her nephew.  Charles Watson, a solicitor in the nearby town of Lensham, had taken all arrangements after Martin’s death out of her hands.  She fought for calm.  Common sense told her that Charles would only reason with her again.

After all, what had Holroyd done?  He had merely made a polite enquiry, been neighbourly.  His menace, like all the other things, was only in her mind.  That was what Charles would probably say.  Her mind was still playing tricks.

Was it?  The telephone calls shortly after she had left the clinic had seemed real enough.  The first one had got her out of bed at four in the morning.  When she answered, she heard only a hoarse breathing.  Then, with a low laugh, the caller had hung up.

All the calls had been the same.  The second had come very late one Sunday night.  After the third, four days later, at one in the morning, she had contacted the police.  But then there had been no more calls and, after a while, they had dropped the matter.  Even then, Charles had wondered whether she had imagined it all.

She hadn’t imagined Patch’s death.  Patch, who had been in kennels when she had been in the clinic, had been overjoyed to see her again.  He never went out without her.  He never strayed.  And yet one day when she had left him at home to go shopping, she had come back to find him dead in the road.

The police had been no help then, either.  ‘Just an unfortunate accident, madam’ the constable had said.  ‘He was obviously run over by someone not decent enough to stop.’

It had been no accident.  It had been deliberate.  She could hang on to that, though getting angry with the police about it hadn’t done her any good in their eyes.  Nor had Charles been convinced that the dog’s death was an act of malice.

1) How is the story taken on in this section?

2) What conclusions are we supposed to draw from the information given in this section?

3) How is the suspense built up here?

Now she went back into the kitchen, switching lights on, and sat down.

The knocking had begun over ten days ago.  The first time, when she had gone to the door to find no one in sight, she tried to tell herself it was only children up to mischief.  The second time there had been a thunderous hammering well after midnight.  It went on until she forced herself to answer the door.  Again she couldn’t see anybody there.

Neither could the police when they arrived, though they looked hard enough.

The third time, in the darkest hours of the night, the knocking seemed everywhere, on the windows, now at the front door, now at the back.  It was in her ears as she rang the police.  Once again, they made a thorough check but came back into the house to talk about branches tapping and the strange sounds the wind sometimes made.  They were respectful enough as they left, but she felt they thought her unbalanced, the victim of a diseased imagination.

Could it be true?  Her fears, at least, were very real and she was terribly tired.  Had all these things happened?  She pulled herself together.  Of course they had.  As she sat straighter in her chair in the kitchen, her eyes fell on the window.

A face was looking in at her.  It was not Holroyd’s.  It was like no face she had ever known.  It was the long, yellowish face of a bald man bit it was hardly human.  The lips were sagged; the eyes under their bushy brows were dead and staring.  The flesh of the cheeks and brow was smooth and rubbery and it gazed at her without the faintest twitch of an expression.

It seemed an age before she could break free from these eyes and scream and run.  She stumbled along the passage to the front room and stood there, gasping, until, at a tap on the window, she turned.  The corpse-like, distorted mask was there again, suspended in air.  She scrambled up the stairs, reached her bedroom and locked herself in.

Silence roared in her ears.  She listened tensely for a creak, any sound of someone trying to force and entry.  But there was nothing.

1) How is the tension built up further in this section?

2) What do we think is happening to the main character at this point?

Minutes or hours later, the telephone rang.  She pressed her hands to her ears, trying to shut it out.  It went on and on like a rising madness.  Then it stopped.  Then it began again.

Sheer desperation forced her to answer it.

‘Yes?’ Like all the other calls this one was from a call box.

‘Joan?  Aunty?’  It was Charles.  Relief made her weak.  

‘I was worried,’ he said.  ‘Why didn’t you answer?  Is something wrong again?’

‘Oh, Charles ​– there was a – I was so – ‘ She started to cry.

‘What is it?  I can’t hear what you’re saying.’

It took some time.  But she mastered herself and told him what had happened.

‘A face?  Outside?  I see.’ He said gently.  Too gently.

‘You don’t believe me!’

‘It’s not that.’ He paused.  ‘Look aunty, I’ve always thought – you’re not yourself yet.  You haven’t really got over Martin’s death, have you?  I warned you when you insisted on leaving the –‘

‘I’m better.  I am!  I’m not going back there.’  She stopped.  Emotion choked her.

‘Just for a week or two.  A month.  Something like that.’

‘No.  Someone’s doing these things.  It’s Holroyd.’

‘Oh Joan!’

‘It’s true!’

‘We can’t discuss it like this,’ he told her sharply.  ‘I’ll come over.  Be about twenty minutes.’

‘Please!’ she said.  She yearned to see a familiar face, to talk.

1) In what way is the tension released in this section?

2) What is our attitude towards Charles and Holroyd at this point in the story?

But, when he came, he irritated her.  He returned to the argument.  He wouldn’t let it drop.

‘Why are you so eager?’ she challenged him at last.

‘I’m not going back.  Ever.’

She could see by the sudden set look on his face that he was angry, too.  Then he shrugged and sat in silence for several moments, thinking.  The harshness of his voice startled her when he said, ‘That settles it’, and got abruptly to his feet.  ‘A drink would do us both good,’ he told her.  ‘Whisky and hot water.  It’s cold in here tonight.  I’ll get it.

And he still had that set look on his face when he came back so that she emptied her glass without protest, though it did seem to have a lot of whisky in it.

He watched her, nodded and said curtly. ‘You’ll feel fine in a minute or two.  I’ll just go and have a look round the house.  It will put your mind at rest.

1) In what way is our impression of Charles developed in this section?

The drink slowly relaxed her but she still felt very uneasy.  Was it because she had offended him?  She hadn’t meant to do that.  She liked Charles.  He was her only relative.  She had made her will in his favour.  She owed him something.  He had looked after all her financial affairs while she had been away.  And why was she thinking of things like that now?  She would go and find him and apologise.

When she stood up, she was not quite steady on her feet.  Her dizziness increased as she went into the kitchen.  She steadied herself by the window and saw a light in the shed outside.  Then it went off and Charles came out carrying something.  She lost sight of him as he went behind this car.

The garage door opened and a light went on inside.  What was he doing?  Had he found something?  She called but he did not answer.  She went outside.

In the open air she staggered and supported herself, this time against Charles’s car.  Muzzily, she realised that something was seriously wrong.  She needed help.  The world was beginning to swim around her.

‘Charles!’ she called and for that one terrible instant her sight cleared.  In the light from the house she saw what was on the back seat of the car.  It was a rubber mask.  She could see the crumpled shape of the bald head and the thick lips.

‘No!’ she breathed and she tried to run.  She was too weak and too late.  Charles caught her easily.  Cloudily she felt him half-drag, half-carry her to the garage.  He opened the front door of her car and pushed her in.  She slumped in the seat, powerless, as he lifted in her legs.  A length of hosepipe hung like a snake near her shoulder.

The engine throbbed into life and the hot reek of exhaust fumes played on her cheek, stiflingly.  She was too tired to struggle.  The light went out and she dived into a spinning darkness.

Then there were shouts, running feet, a yell.  The garage door crashed open and the engine stopped.  Someone beside her was coughing and cursing.  Rough hands dragged at her and she complained.  She didn’t want to come back.

She was out in the night air with faces looming above her.  She was coughing, too.  Her chest hurt.  Then it all faded away.

1) Try to explain how the writer builds up to the main event in this section.  This is the climax of the story.

2) How would we predict the ending of the story from this part?

Days later in hospital she could talk about it to Holroyd who had come to visit her.  She thanked him and they had fallen silent.

On that nearly fatal night Holroyd had been watching over a cow in calf.  He had been concerned about Mrs Tindall, and, thinking he had seen a prowler outside her house, had contacted the police.  They had caught Charles in the act.  He had been stealing money from clients, and was in very serious trouble.  It was only a matter of weeks before he would be found out and disgraced.  Since he could not gain control of his aunt’s money again by sending her back to the clinic, he had tried to fake her suicide, knowing he was her heir.

Why hadn’t he asked her for the money?  But she knew.  He wanted all of it.  She could even be sorry for him now.  It would still sadden her.  But she could face life without Martin, now.  There was one thing, though.

‘About the court case –‘ she began.

‘Let’s talk about it when you’re better,’ Holroyd told her, his red, friendly face looking embarrassed.

She looked out of the window.  It was a marvellous day to go on living.  And there was nothing wrong with her mind.

‘There won’t be any court case, Mr Holroyd.  I owe you a lot,’ she said.  ‘And I really am very much better now.’

1) Explain how the problem in the story is resolved at the end?

2) What were the clues earlier in the story that might have alerted you to this ending?

