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The Relic Chapel





Miss Mary Crowle did not scream when she thought she saw the ghost, she continued to play the organ. She was watching her fingers as they sidled over the keys, the white ivory yellow in the soft light above the keyboard. The church around her was dark, the Jacobean pews creaking secrets to one another as they always did at night—not that Mary Crowle minded the night noises of Saint Mary’s Danedyke.


She was practising Jeremiah Clarke’s ‘Trumpet Voluntary’, which Jenny Jackson from the Home Farm had chosen for her wedding march. She did not know the piece well, so when the last child had left the village school, she had hurried through tea and housework and come along in the dusk gathering over the tumbled tombstones of the churchyard to practise. She had had some difficulty with the complicated lock the Rector had fitted to the north door. But she had managed it, frowning and tutting a little. The previous Rector had only been interested in pigs. But then he had not spent most of his life as a policeman.


She had gone to the organ—as she always did—without bothering to turn on the lights. Her practised hand had found the switch for the motor. It had sighed into life in the dark church. She had switched on the light over the keyboard and started to practise Jeremiah Clarke. She had put up her hand to turn the page of music, and her eye had gone over the top of the console into the darkness beyond, where the shadows lay.


It was then that she saw the ghost.


Beyond the empty choir stalls, on the far side of the shadowy sanctuary, where the tiny flame of the sanctuary lamp flickered was the open door to the Relic Chapel. It was there that the Danedyke Cup had once been kept, bringing pilgrims from the four corners of medieval England. It was there that Abbot John, the last abbot of the Benedictine Monastery, had been found dead. It was there that his ghost walked—so village tradition said. But Mary Crowle was fifty-five, and far too sensible to believe in village tales.


But the sanctuary lamp flickered, sending long shadows running up the walls and gleaming dully on the encaustic tiles of the sanctuary floor. And as the little flame gleamed momentarily bright, through the open doorway, standing between the chapel altar and Sir John Carruthers’ tomb, Mary Crowle saw a black and shadowy figure and the gleam of a white face. And then it was gone.


Miss Crowle’s fingers missed a note. She took her left hand from the keyboard, settled her spectacles more firmly on her nose, and continued to play, her heart pounding faster than she would have cared to admit. She had been a sensible, utterly devoted school teacher for thirty-five years, thirty of which she had spent in Danedyke, and she did not believe in ghosts. Anyway, she told herself firmly, no self-respecting ghost would appear while someone was playing Jeremiah Clarke’s ‘Trumpet Voluntary’. It was far too cheerful, even if the church was dark and what the children called ‘spooky’.


She knew the legend about Abbot John well enough. She even taught it to the children in school, hoping to help them to love their parish church as she did herself. And it was a touching legend. Abbot John had been ejected when the monastery was suppressed and its treasures confiscated—including the Danedyke Cup, which was supposed to have belonged to Mary, the mother of Jesus, and to have been brought to England by Joseph of Arimathea. John had eked out a miserable existence for some ten years and had then come back to the stripped chapel which had housed the relic. There, before the ruined shrine, where the altar had once stood, he had been found dead. He was on his knees, his hands cold and rigid, clasped in prayer.


Mary Crowle stopped playing because she had run out of Jeremiah Clarke. She did not believe in ghosts. If there was a being in the chapel, it was alive and human. Mentally she chided her thumping heart as if it was a wayward infant.


She picked up the English Hymnal, opened it and started to play at random. The hymn was ‘Rock of Ages cleft for Me’. And that was a tune suitable for a ghost. Solemn and sombre, it echoed through the empty church. Still playing, she stood up and peered across the top of the console, to the pointed shadow of the chapel door outlined by the flickering lamp. There was nothing to see but darkness. She sat down again, her fingers still playing.








‘Could my zeal no respite know,


Could my tears for ever flow


All for sin could not atone:


Thou must save, and thou alone.’











She brought the hymn to a close and sat a moment, frowning, her fingers resting lightly on the keys, the only sound the whine of the organ motor.


This was quite ridiculous. Even if Abbot John had died as the legend said, in the chapel … well, all human beings had to die some time, and all the village tales about cowled monks and headless horsemen were as much nonsense here in the dark church as they were in her own bright parlour in the School House. Anyway, she was a Christian.








‘Nothing in my hand I bring


Simply to thy cross I cling.’











She quoted the words to herself, because she had just been playing the tune. If there was anyone in the Relic Chapel it was someone belonging to the twentieth, not the sixteenth century. In fact it was probably Jimmy Bates. Jimmy was a naughty little boy, and he had an unhealthy interest in tombstones. In fact Jimmy had tried to remove the prayer book that the stone effigy of Sir John Carruthers was holding. He had done a great deal of expensive damage. Mary Crowle stooped down and switched off the organ motor, a frown on her face as she thought of Jimmy, and the organ motor whined into silence. She stood up smiling. Jimmy Bates was not really naughty. Only very curious. And his father was a wastrel.


She went into the vestry and switched on the choir lights, watching over the curtain as the whitewashed walls, the painted memorials and the angels of the hammer beam roof came into view. She marched across in front of the altar rails, her sensible shoes clacking on the tiles. She made a little curtsey to the altar. She stood by the door into the Relic Chapel. The interior was very black now that the choir and sanctuary were flooded with light. Her eyes behind the spectacles were screwed up because of the sudden brightness. Her heart was hardly pounding at all.


‘Come out!’ she said, her voice echoing down the dark nave in front of her. ‘Jimmy Bates, come out this minute. You’re being very naughty.’


There was silence. She paused a moment, realising soberly that she would find it very difficult to carry out the threat she was about to make. The interior of the chapel seemed so black. She took a deep breath.


‘If you don’t come out,’ she said firmly, ‘I shall come in and turn the light on.’


Nothing happened.


‘Very well,’ said Miss Crowle and stepped into the dark doorway.


A shape came rushing at her out of the blackness and an arm lashed across her face, hurling her aside so that she fell backward with a scream over the altar rail, the oak rail crashing painfully into the small of her back.


She rolled over and struggled to a sitting position, leaning against the altar itself, conscious of both the pain in her back and the curious incongruity of sitting on the altar step with her skirts round her waist. As her eyes focused she saw a dark shadow vanish beyond the reach of the choir lights down the centre aisle. She could hear running feet, and then a fumbling, and then the north door opening, and then the crash as it closed.


She was shaking as she struggled to her feet, pulling herself up by the altar frontal. Her back was very painful, and she had to retrieve her spectacles from the corner of the sanctuary. She stood with her hands on the altar and smiled weakly at the brass cross. At least it had not been a ghost. It had not been Jimmy Bates either.


*


The Reverend Septimus Treloar settled himself more deeply in the shabby leather armchair. Momentarily he opened a pair of blue eyes on either side of a broken nose and gazed at Miss Crowle. She was sitting very upright in the other shabby chair on the far side of the gas fire. Sir Handel, the Rector’s Great Dane, was asleep at her feet, his muzzle to the fire, his big paws thrust out.


Miss Crowle’s hands, which were clutching a glass of the Rector’s whisky, were shaking. Both the whisky and the shaking were unusual for Mary Crowle. And she was gripping the glass as if it was a pole she was about to slide down. Mary Crowle was clearly telling the truth. Septimus smiled.


Mary Crowle thought it was a parsonical smile to encourage an elderly and rather shaken schoolmistress. Really Septimus was smiling at the cynicism and caution grained into him by thirty years in the police force. He had started as a constable pounding a beat in the East End of London just after the General Strike; he had retired as a Chief Inspector in the C.I.D. And now he was a country parson. Only a copper could have to come to the conclusion that Mary Crowle was telling the truth. For anyone else it would have been as inevitable as the dawn coming up over the North Sea.


‘Tell it me all again,’ he said, and closed his eyes.


‘Oh but, Rector, I’ve already told you twice.’


‘You might have forgotten something.’


He listened intently, imagining.


A man, a powerful man in the Relic Chapel. What for? There was nothing worth stealing. A Victorian cross and candlesticks which no fence would look at, which might fetch a few bob at a junk shop. It was probably no more than a down-and-out hoping to spend the night in the church.


She ended her story and gulped the rest of the whisky, making herself cough.


She said, ‘I feel better now. Can I go home?’


He got up and helped her with her coat. As always she was surprised by his size and the speed and silence of his movements.


‘A big cat,’ she thought, ‘like a great grey panther.’ But what she said was, ‘Thank you, Rector. I hope you don’t think I’m a silly old woman.’


‘No,’ he said, and smiled. ‘Silly old women don’t give such a lucid account of an assault.’


She paused a moment before she replied, surprised by the word.


‘Assault? Yes, I suppose it was. It makes it sound very dramatic. It’s just as well we’ve got an ex-police officer as Rector.’


Despite her protests he took her home through the dark Rectory garden, down the silent village street to the School House, Sir Handel padding slowly along in the rear.


‘Thank you, Rector,’ she said, standing in the arched doorway.


‘Mary,’ he said. ‘If your back’s no better in the morning, you’re to ring Doctor Simmonds. Rosemary can look after the school. We can’t have you laid up.’


She nodded. ‘Good night, Rector, and thank you.’


He strolled back along the street, deep in thought, Sir Handel pacing behind him. A down-and-out? It didn’t quite fit. They did not usually strike out when they were caught. They whined and tried to appeal to compassion. Someone who did not want to be seen …?


It was closing time at the Bluebell and the clientele were turning out with a deal of shouting.


A red M.G. came out of the car park and the driver called to him.


‘Good night, Squire, see you in church.’ That was Tom Barton from Danedyke Garage and Rosemary Horton, Miss Crowle’s pretty young assistant. They had been to see him earlier in the evening to put up their banns and had gone to the Bluebell for a celebration drink afterwards. Perhaps he would have a talk to Tom about Mary Crowle’s attacker. Tom was a bright lad. He was also one of the churchwardens—the only effective one of the pair.


A bicycle passed him, weaving precariously out of the pub car park. Harry Garner, foreman at the Home Farm, the other and totally ineffective churchwarden. A churchwarden who would certainly fail a breathalyser test if they applied to bicycles. Septimus’s mind skated away from the unknown man in the Relic Chapel to a consideration of the possible charges against Harry Garner. He was certainly riding dangerously, since the bicycle was going in loops from one side of the road to the other. He had no lights. It was very questionable whether the brakes on the bicycle worked. There was neither reflector at the rear, nor mudguard to carry it.


‘Goo’ night, Rector,’ shouted Harry as they both came level with the lych-gate leading into the churchyard.


Septimus shouted a reply and watched the bicycle wander away into the night. He hoped Ted Harris, the local constable, was not waiting round the corner. It would make a tidy old village scandal if Harry Garner ended up drunk in charge.


He turned into the churchyard and walked down the path between the black yews. The church was a silhouette in front of him, spire and tower and battlements like a cutout against the deep blue sky and the stars over the North Sea.


He unlocked the north door, experiencing as always the little glow of satisfaction at the double click of the complex deadlatch. He turned on all the lights and went to the Relic Chapel, Sir Handel following, his claws clicking on the tiles.


Nothing was disturbed in the Chapel. The two brass candlesticks and the brass cross still stood on the white cloth covering the simple stone oblong of the relic altar. The chipped stone above the altar, where once Our Lady’s Cup had been enshrined, was as usual. The chairs stood as ever, awkwardly on either side of Sir John Carruthers’ sixteenth-century tomb. Painted Sir John still lay, stiff as a poker, his eyes too close together, his head above a white stone ruff resting on a stone pillow. Nothing was changed. Even the single petal which had fallen from the michaelmas daisies on the window sill as he had celebrated Communion that morning, was still lying by the altar book.


Suddenly he stiffened. A policeman now, not a parson. There was a difference. Not in sight. Not in sound. The years of training and observing came to his aid. There was a difference in smell. It was very faint, but there was something that had not been there in the morning. He sniffed, wrinkling his nose like a dog at a rat hole. There was the dank smell of an unheated stone building. There was the stale smell of candle snuff. There was the smell of Brasso and of Rentokil. But there was something else. A modern smell. A mineral smell. Like Tom Barton and the Danedyke Garage. That was it! He could smell oil.


He moved suddenly, swift and silent, leaving Sir Handel standing beside Sir John Carruthers’ tomb, taking out the pencil torch which he always carried. He went to the door on the outside wall, the north wall, which led out into the churchyard and over the fen. A door which once had admitted pilgrims but which was now never used because there was no point in using it. He shone the slender beam of the torch down the crack between door and post. There was a dark stain over each of the hinges and running down over the woodwork. He ran a finger over the stain and sniffed it. Oil. Someone had oiled the hinges. He put his hand to the key and turned it, moving it easily, as if the lock were in regular use. He drew the key from the lock and looked at the wards. It had been oiled as well. Then why had the intruder not escaped this way when Mary Crowle came to the door of the Chapel?


He was about to open the door, but paused with the caution of long habit, and went and turned off the light and came back across the dark chapel using the little torch. He unlocked the door and swung it open on nearly silent hinges.


The answer was obvious. Outside the door was the wire mesh of a bird grille. He shook the grille and heard the rust whispering down on to the stone step, but it did not move. It was fixed on the inside with a heavy bolt, rusted tight. The bolt had not been oiled.


He stood a moment looking through the wire over the tombstones among the tall grass at the back of the church. To the left were the trees surrounding the Rectory, and the abrupt line of the Rectory roof. To the right Danedyke Wood was silhouetted against the night. The wood was really only a spinney, and above the few trees he could see the square shape of the old lookout tower—four crumbling walls with no roof—dating from the time of Napoleon. And below it, but unseen, ran the Danedyke, straight as a ruled line from Wisbech to the Wash. And beyond the Danedyke, marsh and marram grass, mud and sandflats and the grey waters of the shallow sea.


An owl swooped low over the churchyard and fled away, calling mournfully across the fen.


Septimus closed the door and locked it. He went back to the Rectory and got Sir Handel’s blanket. He laid the blanket between Sir John Carruthers’ tomb and the altar rail, crumpled Sir Handel’s ear and, despite the look of protest on his face, shut him in the Relic Chapel for the night.
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The Man from Maggs





Septimus awoke instantly. Moonlight was flooding into the bedroom, and through the open window came the muffled, deep-throated barking of Sir Handel. He slid out of bed and ran barefoot across the lino. The long grass at the back of the church was blue in the moonlight, the gravestones like a scattering of white cards. He could see the outline of the Relic Chapel, but not the door. His eyes searched along the shadows by the wall of the church, but he saw no one. Then to the left, between the east end of the sanctuary and the hedge he caught a flicker of movement among the tombstones. There was a shadowy figure moving quickly, crouched down, eastward toward the boundary wall of the churchyard. It vanished into the darkness by the wall and he saw it no more. Sir Handel’s barking thinned to a few scattered yells, and then the night was peaceful again.


As the church clock struck three, Septimus climbed thoughtfully back into bed and lay with his hands behind his head on the pillow. Why had the intruder gone in that direction, away from the road, toward the fen and the mudflats? There was no road, nowhere to park a car. Perhaps, after all, it was a local who would work his way along the fields at the back of the village houses and so to his own home. But what was the purpose of it all? There was little enough in the church worth stealing. The Danedyke Cup, the silver gilt relic which had supposedly belonged to Our Lady, was safe in a bank vault. The insurance company quite properly refused to entrust it to the antiquated strong box in the vestry. He smiled wryly as he thought of the strong box. He had never tried, but he fancied he could have opened it with a hairpin himself. Anyway, even if the Cup itself had been in the church, the experts said that it was not of great intrinsic value. It was supposed to be of vast antiquity, but the antiquarians said that it was really an indifferent piece of late sixteenth-century workmanship. Septimus smiled. Apparently earlier ages had had efficient operators among their forgers and conmen. Of course the Cup, because of its historical associations and the legends attached to it, might be worth a lot to an unscrupulous collector of old silver … There were such men. In his years as a policeman Septimus had seen plenty of works of art vanish without trace. His mind ran over gangs and fences … who was doing time, who was suspect, who was out. But his knowledge was dated and rusty, and his memory was playing tricks, and anyway, did it bear the marks of a professional job? He wasn’t sure. A professional would know that the Cup was in a bank vault. Had it not been, the professional would have sized up the job for a few days. He would have been in by the north door in about two minutes (Septimus had no illusions about his fancy locks), the strong box would have taken two minutes more, and the Cup would have been in the hands of a London fence before anyone even knew it was missing. Septimus sighed. It didn’t figure, and he hadn’t enough material to work on. It was very fishy, none the less. He rolled on to his side and in five minutes he was asleep.


It was grey dawn with an autumnal mist rolling in from the sea when he went across to the church. Sir Handel greeted him with extravagant delight, licking his caressing hand. He opened the door leading into the churchyard. The bird grille was still in place, its rusty wire brown against the grey of the misty morning. But above the bolt which secured the grille the wire had been cut and forced inward, and the bolt had been lifted and drawn back an inch so that the rust was powdery and like cocoa on his fingertip. He considered a moment, wondering whether the bolt would yield a fingerprint. But it was too rough. He took hold of it and pulled. It squealed in protest, setting Sir Handel growling. He was about to open the grille, but paused, his eye caught by something just above the bolt. On the end of one of the severed strands of wire there was a tiny scrap of what looked like blue wool. He picked it off carefully and examined it. It looked like a piece of thread—perhaps from a tweed jacket. He put it carefully between the pages of his cheque book, opened the grille and stepped out into the churchyard, setting the mesh door groaning on unused hinges.


There was a clear track leading away from the door among the gravestones. He followed it, the wet grass soaking his trousers and ankles, to the breast-high churchyard wall. It led along the wall toward the corner with the Rectory garden where there was a short length of fence, and there he lost it. The grass in the field was too short to show tracks. He climbed into the field and Sir Handel hopped over the fence behind him. In front of him the field stretched away, its far side lost in the mist. He turned back down the outside of the wall and walked past the east end of the church until he came to the gate that led into the field. There was a barn beside it, and the gate gave on to an unmade track which led Septimus down the south wall of the churchyard and so back to the road. He looked carefully, but there were no marks of car tyres on the dirt surface, only those of a tractor. A car could have been parked on the edge of the main road under the trees, but then he had heard no sound of a car engine driving away in the night. He gave it up, went and shut the bird grille and the Chapel door, and returned to the Rectory for breakfast.


After breakfast he went across to school and took assembly. Miss Crowle was not there. Rosemary Horton had persuaded her to take the day off.


‘Her back was pretty bad, Rector … mind out, Jimmy! You’ll spill those tadpoles all over the floor. Then they’ll never be frogs … So she stayed in bed. Doctor Simmonds is going to call in. Wait a moment, Caroline. I’m talking to the Rector. I said she ought to have told the police. But she said she had done, telling you.’


Septimus smiled. ‘What has Constable Harris got, that I haven’t got?’


He left her with seven-year-Caroline. It took him several minutes to get to the door of the schoolroom, as he had to stop and admire a variety of crayoned pictures, including one of himself taking a Communion service. That reminded him, and he made his way back to Rosemary.


‘Rosemary, I meant to ask. Who’s the local expert on the Cup?’


‘The Cup,’ she said, frowning. ‘Why ask me? The only football I know anything about is the playground kind.’


‘Our Lady’s Cup.’


‘Oh that!’ she said. ‘Doctor Simmonds, I suppose. Local history’s his hobby. I think he writes articles for the County Historical Society magazine. Why do you want to know?’


‘Just a thought,’ he said. ‘My love to Tom.’ He left her coping with Mary Crowle’s class and her own.


*


Nothing happened for three days to break the dull routine of life in the village, and Sir Handel continued to sleep in the Relic Chapel. On the fourth night the Great Dane barked again, but it was too dark to see anything from the bedroom window. In the morning the bird grille was open, the door still locked. Septimus knelt on the stone step peering into the keyhole. It was a good lock, a big hand-made affair. He doubted if it would be possible to get hold of the end of the key from the outside with a pair of pin pliers. There was a tool that would do it easily enough. A professional burglar’s tool. An expensive piece of equipment which could be thrust into the keyhole and which would grip the end of the key tightly enough for it to be turned from the outside.


Late in the afternoon, on his way back in the landrover from visiting Harry Garner’s wife, who was an invalid with a weak heart, he called in at the Danedyke Garage. Tom was taking the wheel off Colonel Carruthers’ Rover.


‘Afternoon, Squire,’ he said, and held up a worn brake pad for inspection. ‘Eight thousand miles since I did Pooh Ban’s brakes, and look at that. Drives his car the same way he looks after the lolly. Everything at stop all the time.’


Colonel Carruthers was a descendant of Sir John Carruthers. He was an abrupt old soldier with a fierce white moustache which was why Tom called him Pooh Bah. He was also the church treasurer.


Septimus borrowed the slenderest pair of pin pliers which Tom possessed and went back to the landrover.


The light was beginning to fail when he went round to the outside of the Relic Chapel. He could get the snipe nose of the pliers into the keyhole, but could not open them wide enough to get hold of the end of the key. He was squatting back on his haunches considering the significance of this scrap of negative information when he heard the lych-gate click. There was just ten feet of the path visible between the yews, and Septimus remained still, watching the gap to see who was visiting the church so late in the afternoon.


It was a stranger carrying a parcel. He was wearing a stylish pork pie hat, slacks and a tweed jacket. The jacket was blue or it might have been green. It was difficult to tell in the failing light.


As soon as the stranger disappeared behind the yews, on impulse Septimus ran silently round the east end of the church and let himself in by the vestry door. As he closed the door softly behind him he heard the north door open. He leaned on the desk, peering through a gap in the curtains. He could hear footsteps coming swiftly up the aisle, and the stranger came into view. A small man with sandy hair and a sandy moustache, and his pork pie hat still on his head. He walked between the choir stalls and disappeared into the Relic Chapel.


Septimus went silently out of the vestry door. He ran round the church and into the north porch, walking the last few yards, breathing deeply to still his heaving chest. He unpinned the notice about the services for the week from the board and moved until he was standing close to the door. He heard footsteps hurrying back down the aisle inside the church. He started to pin the service sheet in a new position. He heard the door start to open behind him, paused for a fraction of a second, trying to time the manoeuvre exactly, and then stepped smartly back, as if to admire the service sheet.


Septimus was large and expecting the collision, the stranger small and taken completely by surprise. He went crashing across the porch on to his hands and knees.


The Rector was profuse, abject in his apologies. He stooped, his big hands gripping the other man’s coat, helping him to his feet. He brushed the stranger clumsily, gabbling apologies, a harmless teddy bear of a man in a baggy tweed suit.


‘I say. My dear sir. I’m most terribly, terribly sorry. I was putting up the service sheet and I just stepped back to admire it. I’m afraid I didn’t hear the door open. We’ve just started to use the new Mowbray’s form, and I was thinking how handsome it was. I hope I didn’t hurt you?’


The little ginger man was pale and trembling. It might have been because he had just been knocked across the porch. But he was no longer carrying his parcel.


‘That’s all right, reverend,’ he said, trying to smile. ‘No harm done.’


‘But my dear, dear man, you’re shaking. Positively shaking. You come to visit our lovely church and the Rector knocks you down in the porch. You must let me make amends. You must come and have a glass of sherry with me at the Rectory. Saint Mary’s depends on its visitors, you know. You’ve seen our appeal for the bells? And there’s the dry rot in the vestry, and death watch beetle in the hammer beam roof. You’ve seen our appeal? We can’t have visitors saying the Rector knocks people about. You’ve time for a glass of sherry before you set off for London or wherever it is?’


Now the little man did manage to smile.


‘Thank you, Rector. But I really haven’t time. I must be on my way.’


‘But I must, I simply must make amends.’ Septimus waggled a finger under the stranger’s nose. ‘You city people! No time for our country ways. Ten minutes for Ely, five for Walsingham, and seven and a half for Saint Mary’s Danedyke. Then back down the AI to Town.’


The stranger grinned nervously.


‘Something like that,’ he confessed. ‘I called in on my way back to look at the hammer beam roof.’


‘I know!’ said Septimus dramatically. ‘You’re an architect. You work for Brewes, Jones and Wadeson. They’re doing some work in York Minster. I know because I was up there last week. You’ve been up to York, and you’re on your way back to London.’


‘No,’ the stranger replied. ‘I’ve not been to York.’


Septimus looked like a bear denied a bun. ‘Oh. But you are an architect. You must be. I suppose you’ve been building some terrible block of flats in Doncaster or Pontefract or somewhere?’


‘Something like that.’


‘I knew it. And you do work for Brewes, Jones and Wadeson? No … Joseph Gostaine then? No? I give up then. Those are the only architects I know. You’ll have to tell me.’


‘I work for a small firm called Maggs and Son. And now I really must be going.’


‘Just one minute. Just thirty seconds. Wait just thirty seconds,’ said Septimus and ran into the church. He grabbed a couple of picture postcards from the table and hurried out again. The stranger was already halfway down the path. He looked back hesitantly as Septimus shouted, and finally waited for him.
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