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I’'M GOING TO TELL YOU about a funny thing that

happened to my mother and me yesterday evening. I am
twelve years old and I'm a girl. My mother is thirty-four but

I am nearly as tall as her already.
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Yesterday afternoon, my mother took me up to London to
see the dentist. He found one hole. It was in a back tooth
and he filled it without hurting me too much.
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‘Why don’t we go back into the café and wait for it to

stop?’ I said.

I wanted another of those banana splits. They were
gorgeous.
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He had a fine white moustache and bushy white eyebrows

and a wrinkly pink face. He was sheltering under an
umbrella which he held high over his head.
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“Yes?’ my mother said, very cool and distant.
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proves that dictatorship do not grow out of strong and
successful governments, but out of weak and helpless ones.
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I saw my mother looking at him suspiciously. She is a

suspicious person, my mother. She is especially suspicious
of two things---strange men and boiled eggs. When she cuts
the top off a boiled egg, she pokes around inside it with her
spoon as though expecting to find a mouse or something.
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My mother’s chin was up and she was staring down at him

along the full length of her nose. It was a fearsome thing,
this frosty-nosed stare of my mother’s. Most people go to

pieces completely when she gives it to them. I once saw my
own headmistress begin to stammer and simper like an idiot
when my mother gave her a really foul frosty-noser.
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The little man shifted his umbrella from one hand to the

other. ‘I’ve never forgotten it before,” he said.

“You’ve never forgotten what?’ my mother asked sternly.
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My mother stood there chewing her lower lip. She was

beginning to melt a bit, I could see that. And the idea of

getting an umbrella to shelter under must have tempted her
a good deal.
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I was giving her one of my own frost-nosed looks this time

and she knew exactly what I was telling her. Now listen,
mummy, | was telling her, you simply mustn’t take
advantage of a tired old man in this way. It’s a rotten thing
to do.
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My mother gave me a triumphant sideways look.
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‘I wanted to satisfy myself he wasn’t a trickster, she said.
‘And I did. He was a gentleman. I’m very pleased I was
able to help him.’

‘Yes, mummy,’ I said.
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‘Over there. He’s crossing the street. Goodness, mummy,

what a hurry he’s in.’

We watched the little man as he dodged nimbly in and out
of the traffic. When he reached the other side of the street,
he turned left, walking very fast.
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My mother was standing very still and stiff, staring across

the street at the little man. We could see him clearly. He

was in a terrific hurry. He was bustling along the pavement,

sidestepping the other pedestrians and swinging his arms

like a soldier on the march.
‘He’s up to something,” my mother said, stony-faced.
‘But what?’

‘L don’t know,” my mother snapped. ‘But I'm going to find

out. Come with me.’

She took my arm and we crossed the street together. Then
we turned left.
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‘He went in that door!” my mother said. ‘I saw him! Into

that house! Great heavens, it’s a pub!’
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The room we were looking into was full of people and

cigarette smoke, and our little man was in the middle of it
all. He was now without his hat and coat, and he was edging

his way through the crowd towards the bar. When he

reached it, he placed both hands on the bar itself and spoke
to the barman. I saw his lips moving as he gave his order.
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‘That’s a jolly expensive drink,’ I said.

‘It’s ridiculous!” my mummy said. ‘Fancy paying a pound
for something to swallow in one go!’

‘It cost him more than a pound,’ 1 said. ‘It cost him a

twenty-pound silk umbrella.’
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Did you see that!” my mother shrieked, ‘Did you see what
he did"”’
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Out he came. But he never looked in our direction.
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...and we watched him as he proceeded, with no trouble at

all, to exchange his new umbrella for another pound note.
This time it was with a tall thin fellow who didn’t even have
a coat or hat. And as soon as the transaction was completed,
our little man trotted off down the street and was lost in the

crowd. But this time he went in the opposite direction.
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“You see how clever he is!” my mother said. ‘He never
goes to the same pub twice!’

‘He could go on doing this all night,” I said.

“Yes,” my mother said. ‘Of course. But I’ll bet he prays
like mad for rainy days.’
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