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  Chapter One




  Parochial




  LIGHTS shone brightly through the big windows of the parish church of Great Norne, and through them, too, came the cheerful sound of voices in full song. The voluntary choir of

  St. Martha’s was just completing its weekly practice; collectively they enjoyed letting themselves go on these Friday evenings, without restraint of Service, and the more so now that Summer

  Time was over and they had the bright lights to encourage them. To a listener in the churchyard the singing might even have appeared harmonious, because at that slight distance the reedy treble of

  Miss Emily Vinton, a semitone flat whatever the key, was swallowed up in the general choral effect.




  For ten years the harassed organist had begged his Vicar to approach Miss Vinton on the subject of honourable retirement, but Mr. Torridge had not been able to screw himself up to the pitch of

  striking such a cruel blow. For the last fifty years, woman and girl, Emily had lifted her voice in this choir, and for most of that time she and her sister had been the mainstay on which

  succeeding choirmasters relied, but twelve years ago Beatrice had been struck down by paralysis, and Emily had never recovered her pitch since that tragic evening.




  Punctually at seven o’clock the voices died away, the big south door swung open, and out clattered a crowd of small boys and large girls, followed more sedately by their elders, six women

  and four men. Last of all came the Vicar, in cassock and biretta, accompanied by his organist and choirmaster, and by a small elderly lady in coat and skirt of antique cut and hat of

  nineteenth-century design.




  “Oh, Vicar, it was perfect to-night, I thought,” exclaimed Miss Vinton as soon as she was over the threshold of the Early English porch. “Mr. Kersey took us along with such a

  swing; I felt inspired to sing my very best.”




  A stifled grunt from the organist was quickly merged into his: “Well, good night, Vicar; I must be getting to my supper. Good night, Miss Vinton.”




  “Good night, my dear Kersey. I thought Bunnett in F quite in our best form. Oh, by the way, isn’t Freddy Porter’s voice beginning to crack?”




  “Yes, that’s one that’ll have to go,” replied the organist darkly, and hurried away before he was tempted to enlarge his meaning.




  The church lights had been turned out now and the crash of a heavy key told that the sexton, Josiah Chell, was locking the big door.




  “And how is Miss Beatrice to-day?” asked the Vicar, anxious to get away, but unwilling to appear discourteous to his faithful supporter.




  “Oh, the same as ever—so wonderful, so brave,” exclaimed Miss Vinton, her thin voice trembling with loving sympathy.




  “A good woman indeed, a worthy woman; she . . .”




  “Worthy the Lamb to be slain,” broke in a harsh voice behind them.




  The Vicar started.




  “Really, Josiah,” he said, “you must restrain yourself. Your quotations are neither apt nor reverent.”




  Chell grunted. He knew that well enough, and took an impish delight in acting the elderly enfant terrible. Sextons were hard to come by, and he knew the strength of his position. The

  pay was not much, and he might as well get what fun he could out of his privilege.




  “You’ll let me see you home?” asked Mr. Torridge, hoping for the best.




  “Oh, no, my dear Vicar. Thank you, but it is quite unnecessary. Nothing harmful could happen to me in dear Norne.”




  “No, I believe not; nor, indeed, anywhere, Miss Emily. Well, perhaps I should be going in. The Colonel is coming up to discuss the Church accounts. Good night, then, and thank you for all

  your help.”




  The Vicar sketched a gesture which might be a salute or a blessing and which Miss Emily accepted blissfully as the latter. He turned down the path which led past the chancel towards the

  Vicarage, while Miss Emily Vinton ambled along the main path to the lych-gate.




  The Reverend Theobald Torridge had been Vicar of Great Norne for twenty-five years. As his Christian name suggested, he came of an ecclesiastical family which had not benefited by any

  appreciable infusion of profane blood. He was, in fact, narrow in outlook and interest, harsh in judgment of his fellow-men, though diplomatically gentle with those who thought and saw as he did.

  He was a tall, handsome man, now approaching seventy years of age, but his good looks were marred by a weak and obstinate mouth, which he firmly believed to be strong and sensitive. He was a

  disappointed man, in that promotion, which he had fully expected to receive, had passed him by; he had sought consolation in a rising scale of churchmanship—a fact which had brought grist to

  the mill of the two Nonconformist sects which had taken root in the parish shortly before his arrival. He was a good preacher, and could still fill two-thirds of his large church, but the

  congregation showed a growing proportion of older people; the young thought him pompous and an ass, their harsh and critical judgment missing his better points.




  Entering the side door of his big Vicarage, Torridge found that his churchwarden, Colonel Robert Cherrington, was already awaiting him and not too pleased about it. Colonel Cherrington was a

  heavily built, choleric-looking man on the standard pattern of the Indian Army, in which he had made his honourable career. He was a year or two older than the Vicar, and regarded him as a

  promising youngster who had to be guided in the right way—which was Colonel Cherrington’s way. He was a deeply religious man; his natural tendency in this direction had been turned to

  near-fanaticism by a tragedy in his married life that had embittered his outlook on his fellow-men. What the Vicar of Great Norne would have done without Colonel Cherrington’s stalwart and

  formidable help only Theobald Torridge knew—and he only in part.




  “Evening, Vicar,” grunted the Colonel. “Thought we said seven o’clock.”




  “We did, Colonel, we did. Mea maxima culpa. I should have asked you to make it seven-fifteen; it always takes me a little time to say good night to my choir. Miss Emily . .

  .”




  “Exactly. Always a woman in it when a man’s late.”




  Theobald Torridge flushed at this base insinuation, but thought it wisest to leave the subject.




  “So good of you to bring along the accounts, Colonel. They are on the right side, I trust?”




  Colonel Cherrington dropped a substantial account-book on to the study table.




  “Not too good last quarter. Collections falling off, expenses going up. That fellow Chell’s not worth his money; an impudent dog, too, they tell me, though he hasn’t tried his

  saucy tongue on me.”




  “I’m afraid, yes. But so difficult to replace. People don’t seem to need the extra money nowadays.”




  “Spoon-fed, coddled, cradle to grave. The country’s financial position was never worse, and nobody works. That son-in-law of mine, living on his wife’s money, instead of

  earning his own. No conscience, no guts.”




  “Oh, but I thought Captain Hexman worked on the Stock Exchange.”




  Colonel Cherrington snorted.




  “Half commission agent, or whatever they call it. Sounds like an inferior type of bookmaker to me. Cadging business from his friends is about what it amounts to. No work about it . . . and

  precious little money.”




  As it was evidently a sore subject with the Colonel, Torridge did not pursue it. Cherrington was commonly believed to be a rich man, but there had been rumours lately that all was not quite so

  rosy in that quarter as it used to be. Indeed, few people living on so-called fixed incomes—pensions, invested capital, and so on—had failed to feel the pinch since 1929.




  For a quarter of an hour the two men went through the church’s quarterly accounts. Then Colonel Cherrington began to feel the need of his pre-dinner sherry, and knowing that he would get

  none—none drinkable, at any rate—in this house, rose to take his leave.




  “Mrs. Torridge well, I hope,” he asked, or rather stated.




  “Rather poorly, Colonel; rather poorly.”




  Knowing that his visitor would not want to listen to a record of feminine ailments, the Vicar switched to a subject more congenial to the old soldier.




  “Do you think this Munich settlement will mean peace, Colonel? The Prime Minister seems very confident, but somehow . . .”




  “Peace? Good God, no. Neither peace nor honour. We’ve sacrificed a valuable ally. The Czechs can fight, and they meant to fight; they’ve got a magnificent armament works at

  Skoda, they could have held the Germans up till the French Army could reach them. Not only that, but the Russians might well have come in, too. I don’t trust the Russian Government, but the

  people are fighters, when they’ve got weapons. The Reds have kept very quiet about their army, but they’re proud of it, and they didn’t make it for nothing. If we’d called

  that fellow’s bluff we might have had peace; as it is, he’ll go on from one grab to another, and we’ve thrown away two valuable allies and lost our standing in the world into the

  bargain. But none of our statesmen have courage now. Only Lloyd George; he’d got that, radical as he was, but he’s too old. And Churchill; he’s a fighter, and he was right about

  India, but no one will listen to him.”




  This tirade lasted till the Colonel had shrugged himself into his overcoat and was making for the front door.




  “May I let you out by the garden gate, Colonel?” said the Vicar; “it will save you a hundred yards or so.”




  The evening had grown colder during the last half-hour, as October evenings do after the warmest days. The moon had risen too, a three-quarter moon, but it was often obscured by drifting clouds,

  and the rising wind sighed through the old trees that surrounded the Vicarage.




  In spite of the cold, Torridge walked to the gate leading from his garden to the churchyard, and looked lovingly at his great church and its surroundings. He loved it at all times, but never

  more than by moonlight, which accentuated its massive strength and added beauty to the old yew trees that surrounded it. Now the drifting clouds seemed to make the church move, too, the tower

  appearing to sweep over towards the watcher with an effect that was both thrilling and terrifying. Torridge felt a little shiver pass through him, a shiver that might be physical or nervous.




  The moon was shining now upon a far corner of the churchyard, illuminating a small white cross that stood by itself, close up against the dark yews. That would be Ellen Barton’s grave.




  The Vicar stood contemplating the scene in a mood of sentimental melancholy. He hoped to lie in that corner himself one day. It had not been filled because of a wave of popular hostility to the

  idea of lying near a suicide—the sort of unreasoning superstition that so often swayed country people. But now it was almost the only empty space left in the old graveyard. People were

  changing their minds about it now. They did not like the new addition, outside the old boundary; it seemed less holy ground, consecrated as it had been. But he had been firm; he was keeping that

  corner now for himself and for one or two of the elect. The Squire, of course, would lie in the family vault; but Colonel Cherrington had pegged out a claim, and so had Faundyce and Willison, and

  others had a right to consideration who had not yet taken the step of talking to him about it.




  Barton, no doubt, would some day join his wife in her uneasy grave; Barton was a grim, hard man, cold as ice, but he was a Christian, and though he never spoke of the subject, Torridge felt that

  he had forgiven poor Ellen the sin for which she had paid so dearly.




  During the Vicar’s melancholy reverie a heavy cloud had rolled over the moon, darkening the whole scene. Now it passed on, releasing the bright moonlight. But the scene was strangely

  different. For a moment Torridge was puzzled; then his heart gave a bound as he realised that though moonlight flooded the corner, the white cross was no longer visible. A shadow seemed to cover

  it, a shadow that moved and revealed itself as a dark figure, with the glimmer of a white face.




  It was only a momentary glimpse before another heavy cloud blotted out the view. When it cleared all was as it had been at first. There was no figure now.




  





  Chapter Two




  Nothing Happens Here




  GREAT NORNE had once been a flourishing little port, in the days before railways drew a large part of the profit away from the coast-wise carrying trade; before, too, the small

  independent fishing-boats had been practically driven out of business by the mechanised fleets from Yarmouth and other big ports. In the early nineteenth century it had attained its peak population

  of over five thousand, but it was now down below three, and numbers were slowly but steadily falling.




  The harbour lay a little way back from the sea, being approached by a wide creek which in the days of prosperity had been kept well dredged, but was now silting up, so that only vessels of very

  light draught could use it. Coast-wise trade was a mere trickle, but a score or so of fishing-boats still made spasmodic efforts to earn a livelihood for their masters, and in the summer a short

  visitor season brought useful money to the owners of the few heavy petrol-driven launches that took loads of cheerful trippers a little distance out to sea and along the coast for a few

  shillings.




  What saved Great Norne from complete stagnation was the fact that it had no near neighbours of comparable size. It was the shopping town for a dozen villages, and it was also the market town for

  an area of some fifty square miles. Motor-cars and cattle-boxes were carrying the more go-ahead farmers to the bigger market town of Snottisham, twenty miles inland, but there were still enough of the

  smaller men to bring useful business to Great Norne, and this had encouraged two of the Big Five Banks to build branches in the town, during their building boom after the Great War. Neither of

  these, however, had been able to compete successfully with the old East Coast Bank, to which the conservative people of these parts still clung faithfully, in spite of its antiquated methods and

  manuscript pass-books.




  A single-line railway had its terminus at the town, and a narrow, tortuous coastal road ran through it, but a modern motor road had by-passed it by several miles—a fact to which the

  inhabitants attributed their enviably low mortality rate. Aircraft were still a rare sight, though there were rumours of one or two large aerodromes being made farther inland.




  Altogether, though they realised that they were out of the way and behind the times, the people of Great Norne were contented with their lot, proud of their old town and its stately church, and

  ready to regard as an inferior being any ‘foreigner’ who had not been so fortunate as to be born within their parish bounds, or at least within the confines of their county.




  




  Market Ordinary at the ‘Royal George’ was the social feature of the week in Great Norne. Market business was not of such volume as to prevent anyone from spending

  an hour over this ritual luncheon, preceded usually by half an hour for short or long drinks in the spacious lounge with its modern corner bar.




  On a Tuesday early in November three prosperous-looking farmers were sitting on one of the comfortable sofas, with a very small table holding three whiskies in front of them. Two were local

  men—Fred Pollitt and Jeff Lorimer—both in their late forties and making a modest living out of three-hundred-acre farms. The third was a visitor, no less a person than county-famed John

  Houghton, of Snottisham, a farmer and breeder on the thousand-acre scale, with a four-figure income deriving more from the breeding than the growing side of his business. He was paying a

  long-promised visit to his old yeomanry friend, Pollitt, and had gratified local opinion by looking in on the market and buying a few young beasts at a generous figure.




  “Yes, you’ve got a nice little market here, Fred,” said Mr. Houghton. “Too small a scale, of course, to get you far, but there were some nice beasts there.”




  “It’s your Snottisham market that’s dropped our scale, Mr. Houghton,” said Lorimer. “The bigger men go there now, and it don’t help us one bit.”




  “I suppose that’s so. You know, I think it’s your roads that’s half the trouble. Narrow and winding, they’re not fit to move stock on in these days of motor

  traffic. And naturally, men who can run to motor transport for their stock prefer to use a bigger market.”




  “Well, whose fault’s that?” asked Fred Pollitt warmly. “Your darned County Council. You won’t spend a penny on our roads, and take our money just the

  same.”




  Fred was a big man, of bucolic appearance, and his temper was inclined to flare up at slight provocation, especially when he had got a glass or two of whisky inside him.




  “Not yours, Fred, nor yet mine,” retorted Houghton with a chuckle. “Government did us a good turn when they de-rated farm buildings. The little we pay on the house don’t

  hurt us.”




  “Maybe no,” grumbled his friend. “But you don’t give us a fair deal here, none the less. Look at that old timber bridge over Gaggle Brook. Come the rains and

  Gaggle’s a torrent; that old bridge ain’t safe, and you know it. Put up temporary in Queen Victoria’s day and still there . . . but won’t be much longer, I reckon,

  ’cause Gaggle’ll have her down.”




  “Ah, yes,” said Houghton. “I heard tell of that old bridge in Highways Committee. On the Holt road, ain’t it?”




  “Yes, a mile out,” said Lorimer. “I come over it when I’m for town, and I tell you I don’t fancy it—not when there’s a flood coming down. Why, last . .

  .”




  A burst of loud laughter from the bar interrupted his remark. The three farmers looked across to see what was the cause of the merriment.




  Among the legginged farmers leaning against the bar there was a youngish man of different type. Fawn cord trousers, a dark blue shirt, and a riding-jacket of check tweed set off his light, slim

  figure to advantage. He had dark hair and a small, thin moustache, and was unquestionably handsome in a rather rakish style. He was grinning down at a short, grey-haired man, whose flushed face and

  watery eyes were now crinkled with merriment; it was he whose shout of laughter had disturbed the sedate atmosphere of the lounge.




  “Who’s young spark?” asked Houghton.




  Fred Pollitt leaned closer to mutter in his ear.




  “That’s Captain Hexman—old Colonel Cherrington’s son-in-law,” he said. “Quite a card, he is; generally got a good tale to tell, not always fit for the

  ladies.”




  “And the old chap with him?”




  “Not so much older than you nor me, John. That’s Bert Gannett. You know him. He was in the Yeomanry with us in Palestine.”




  Houghton stared at the subject of his question.




  “Good God! Gannett,” he said in a low voice. “I’d never have known him. What’s he done to himself?”




  Fred Pollitt shrugged his heavy shoulders.




  “The old trouble,” he said; “can’t keep his elbow down. Personally I think it was that sock on the head he got at Gaza that done the mischief. When he come out of

  hospital in Cairo he got on the loose with the Aussies, going the rounds and that like. His head wasn’t strong enough to stand it.”




  “Rotten luck,” said Houghton. “I never knew him intimate, but I’d have said he was a steady chap, with something to him.”




  “He was that. What’s more, he was in a fair way to be one of the big men round here. Owned the Manor Farm—his father had bought it from Squire before the war—was on the

  District Council, and such-like. But people wouldn’t stand for his drinking, and he got chucked off one thing after another. His girl gave him the chuck, too; might have pulled him round if

  she’d stuck to him. Of course, he’s still got the Manor, but he lives there like a pig, only an old labourer’s wife to look after him, and the land gone to ruin; in a shocking

  state it is.”




  Another burst of laughter came from the bar. Captain Hexman was evidently trying to detach himself from the maudlin Gannett, who was patting him on the arm and trying to persuade him to

  ‘have another’.




  “Not to-day, Gannett. I must be off to lunch. Won’t do to keep the Colonel waiting.”




  “Do the old mucker good. Your pardon, Cap’n; shouldn’t say that. You come along to my place one evening. Got something there, I have—nice drop of something that does you

  good. Any evening you fancy; I’m always there. No competition for Bert Gannett’s company these days. Kindness to come and have a yarn with me.”




  “Of course I’ll come; delighted. So long now. Morning, Mrs. Winch. Morning, everybody.”




  With a wave of the hand, George Hexman strode towards the entrance, but paused to have a word with Fred Pollitt. He leant down to him and murmured:




  “Old Gannett’s two over the eight this morning, I’m afraid. Daresay you’ll keep an eye on him.”




  “I generally do that, market days,” said Pollitt drily. “You know Mr. Houghton? Big man on the N.F.U., County Council, and all that. Come to show us how to do things in

  Norne.”




  The two men shook hands.




  “Don’t pay any attention to him, Captain Hexman,” said the visitor. “He’s jealous ’cause I outbid him for a pair of heifers he thought he was going to get on

  the cheap. You’ve got a nice market here, I’ve been telling them.”




  “I haven’t,” laughed Hexman. “I’m only a foreigner, as they call anyone who wasn’t born in the place. But I agree, it’s a good market, and

  Great Norne’s a place to be fond of. But I must be getting on. Glad to have met you, Mr. Houghton. Morning, Pollitt; morning, Lorimer.”




  “Seems an affable sort of chap,” said Houghton, when the soldier was out of earshot.




  “Oh, yes, he’s that all right. Bit too affable, some of them thinks. Personally I like him; gives himself no airs and always got a cheery word.”




  “Can’t think how a young chap can kick his heels about doing nothing,” said the quiet Lorimer.




  “He’s not in the Army now, then?” asked Houghton.




  “No, retired when he married the Colonel’s daughter. I fancy the old Colonel’s not too pleased about it. He’s not so well off as he used to be, they do say. Probably

  doesn’t see why he should keep the Captain in luxury.”




  “And I don’t blame him,” said Lorimer. “The young fellow does a bit in London at times—Stock Exchange or something—but it can’t be steady work because

  he’s down here so much. Bit of a parasite, I’d call him.”




  Unconscious of the verbal autopsy to which he was being subjected, Captain George Hexman was meanwhile striding down the High Street towards Monks Holme, the old house on the eastern outskirts

  of the town which was the home of Colonel Cherrington. What he was conscious of was the fact that he had had perhaps two whiskies too many and that his wife would certainly have something to say

  about it. Still, for the moment the effect was agreeable and his heart was enlarged unto his fellow men. So much so that he stopped to greet the first person whom he met upon his homeward way. This

  was Richard Barton, the principal builder of the town, a sturdy, thickset man of about fifty, dark, handsome, but with an expression so coldly grim that under normal conditions Hexman would have

  thought twice about casting a fly over him. However, those two extra whiskies. . . .




  “Morning, Mr. Barton. You on your way to the ‘George’?”




  The builder did not check his stride, but raised his hand to his bowler hat, said: “Good-morning, sir,” and continued on his way.




  A flush of angry colour deepened the existing tint on Hexman’s face. He stared after Barton, and did not at first notice a small car that had drawn up at the kerb beside him. A young man

  put his head out of the window.




  “Morning, George. That was a fairly short talk you had with Barton.”




  “Surly—,” muttered Hexman. “Oh, hullo, doc; I didn’t see you. What’s the matter with that chap?”




  Dr. Stopp extracted himself from his minute car and held out a packet of cigarettes. He was short and square, with an aggressive jaw and alert grey eyes.




  “Nature of the beast, I should think,” he said. “I’ve never yet seen him smile. As a matter of fact, now I come to think of it, I believe he did have something to sour

  him years before I came here; in fact, I know he did. Wife had an affair with a young sailor, and when Barton found out, she did herself in.”




  “Bit overdoing it, what? Was he a local fisherman?”




  “No, a naval rating, I believe.”




  “Ah, ‘every nice girl’ and all that.”




  “Exactly. She seems to have taken it too literally—and too seriously. But it was umpteen years ago. You’d have thought he might have got over it by now.”




  “Probably has. Just didn’t like the look of Captain George Hexman, I expect.”




  “That might well be. As I say, though, I’ve never seen him smile. But he’s so damned healthy that I don’t know him as well as I should like to.”




  “Lot of ghouls you fellows are. I suppose you prefer a sick man to a sound one.”




  “Well, a doctor must live.”




  “Not necessarily. I believe we should do better without you—stop fussing about ourselves.”




  “I shouldn’t think you did much of that, George. Anyway, when are we going to have another round? I want to try that new putter of Dixon’s.”




  “I don’t suppose I shall be here much longer,” said Hexman gloomily. “The old man’s always getting at me to go and do some work. There’s simply nothing doing

  on the Stock Exchange; all this war talk.”




  “I should have thought you’d welcome that. Bit of fun for a soldier. It beats me why you hang about in a dead-alive place like this. Nothing ever happens here. People are just born,

  live about a hundred years till their arteries are practically ossified, and then die.”




  “Not a doctor’s paradise, certainly,” said Hexman with a grin. “But why do you stay here if you don’t like the place?”




  “Because I can’t afford to get out yet. My dad bought me a quarter share partnership with Faundyce, with a reversion of the practice when the old boy dies. I don’t see any

  reason to suppose he’ll do that for another twenty years.”




  George Hexman inhaled deeply and let the smoke trickle out through his nose.




  “What’s the good of being a doctor if you can’t regulate a little thing like that?” he said.




  





  Chapter Three




  In the Mist




  A HEAVY mist lay over the town and harbour of Great Norne. Whether it was sea mist or November fog or a combination of the two only an expert could say, but it had been there

  ever since dusk the previous evening, and had covered everything with a skin of clammy dampness more depressing than rain. But the natives of the East coast were accustomed to it, and did not let

  it interfere much with the normal routine of their lives.




  Certainly old Silas Penticle paid little attention to it as he wandered round the harbour, carrying out the simple duties for which he was paid. Silas had been a fisherman and a member of the

  lifeboat crew, but had sustained a compound fracture of the thigh in the course of rescue work. At his age—he was over sixty—the mend was of doubtful security, and he was compelled to

  give up the sea and descend to the humble status of a long-shoreman; but the Town Council, in recognition of his gallant service, had invented a harbour job for him, in order to have an excuse for

  providing him with an honourable livelihood. His duties consisted of little more than keeping the quay clear of obstructions, controlling its use in the unlikely event of their being excessive

  competition for its accommodation, and discouraging children from falling over the edge or committing acts of damage or immodesty in the presence of visitors.




  Early on this misty morning Silas was hobbling slowly along the edge of the quay, quite unconscious of any risk of falling over himself. He was sucking at an ancient briar pipe, and every now

  and then he would pause to spit over the edge. Silas’s hearing was still acute, and he could hear the gob hit the water after an appreciable interval—an indication, had he needed one,

  that the tide was low.




  Presently he came to the top of the flight of steps that led down to the water, and stood there contemplating the soles of a pair of boots that presented themselves surprisingly about the level

  of the third step. The boots were attached to black-trousered legs, but the rest of what was presumably a human form was obscured by the mist. Slowly and deliberately old Penticle lowered himself

  tread by tread until he could see the whole of the body, which lay on its back, head downward, on the steps. When he could see the face he paused, slowly withdrew the pipe from his mouth, and spat

  again.




  “By—,” he exclaimed; “if it ain’t t’old vicar.”




  The oath was of a rich profanity that would no doubt have caused distress to the Reverend Theobald Torridge if he had heard it. But he did not, and never would again hear either blessing or

  cursing.




  Silas Penticle knew nothing about rigor mortis, but in the course of his long contest with the sea he had seen enough of death to realise that this rigid figure was not only dead, but

  had been dead for some hours. The fact that caught his attention at once, because it impinged upon his own duties, was that the legs were caught up in a tangle of rope, one end of which was

  attached to a bollard on the quay. It was this, no doubt, that had prevented the body from slipping farther down the steps, possibly even into the water; as it was, the head was above the normal

  level of high tide.




  Automatically Silas disengaged the rope from the legs and coiled it near the bollard. The body, being rigid, and having a shoulder wedged against the wall of the steps, did not move. The

  longshoreman bent down to see if he could discover the actual cause of death, though it seemed certain that this must be due to a fractured skull or a broken neck. He put a hand under the head to

  lift it, and as he bent down to look he became aware of a faint odour that seemed familiar to him. Lowering himself another couple of steps, he put his own face close to that of the dead man, and

  at once his nose owned to the scent of whisky.




  “Well I’ll be—.”




  Once again it was as well that the reverend gentleman could not hear.




  But the smell on the lips was very faint indeed, and Silas did not think that it would have reached him had he not bent right down to it. Moving his hands over the body, he heard a faint clink

  from the skirt of the black coat, and there he found the smell of whisky again. Putting his hand into a pocket, he extracted several pieces of glass that seemed to be fragments of a broken bottle

  or flask.




  Silas knew that the Vicar was in the habit of visiting the Men’s Club, which stood on one side of the harbour, on certain evenings in the month; he had first imagined that Mr. Torridge had

  lost his way in the mist, tripped over the bollard or the coil of rope, and crashed down on to the steps. But now it seemed that there might be another explanation of the wandering footsteps.

  However, that was nothing of old Silas’s business, and it occurred to him that it was about time he got hold of a doctor or a policeman. Hoisting himself up to quay level, he hobbled off

  towards the town, and presently was in collision with a small boy who came dashing round the corner of the nearest house. Just managing to retain his balance, Penticle grabbed the small boy by the

  arm.




  “Watch your steering, you little varmint,” he exclaimed angrily. “You’ll sink someone one o’ these days.”




  The panting boy muttered an apology and tugged to free himself from the old man’s grip.




  “And now you can do something useful. Cut along up to the police station and tell ’em there’s a dead man on the quay.”




  The small boy gasped, his eyes popping with excitement.




  “Coo! A stiff? How did he croak?”




  “Never you mind. Run along and do what I tells you. And mind, hold your gab about it.”




  But the small boy was quite incapable of holding his gab, and long before lawful authority could arrive a small crowd had begun to collect on the quay. Old Penticle stood at the head of the

  steps and kept them away from the body; though he was unable to prevent them from looking down over the side of the quay, the mist was still too thick for them to identify the body, over which

  Silas had thrown his own oilskin.




  After a time the ponderous steps of the law were heard approaching, and presently a Police Inspector appeared, accompanied by a constable bearing a folded stretcher over his shoulder. The crowd

  was quickly driven back to a respectful distance, and while the Inspector questioned Penticle, the constable patrolled like a sheep-dog, keeping the flock from encroaching.




  Before long a car appeared and a tubby, elderly man, with a red face, grey whiskers and scrubby grey moustache, got out of it. This was Dr. James Faundyce, who was not only the leading

  practitioner of Great Norne, but one of its most respected citizens.




  Inspector Heskell soon put him in possession of the few facts which he himself knew and, after a quick examination, Dr. Faundyce directed him to have the body conveyed to the mortuary of the

  Cottage Hospital.




  “I’ll make a full examination there,” he said, “but there’s no doubt about it; a fractured base due to a fall on the edge of the steps. There will be no need for a

  full autopsy; no need to distress Mrs. Torridge too much. Poor lady! this will be a terrible shock to her. A sad tragedy indeed. No doubt he lost his way in the fog. Visiting a sick parishioner, in

  all probability.”




  “The reverend gentleman made a practice of looking in at the Men’s Club every Thursday,” said Inspector Heskell, “I will inquire, of course, whether he was there last

  night. Could you form an opinion as to how long he has been dead, doctor?”




  Dr. Faundyce shook his head.




  “Not to within an hour or two,” he said. “There are many considerations which would affect the estimate. Not less than ten or twelve hours, I should say.”




  “That would take us to eight or ten last night—just about the time he would be at the Club. Not that it can matter, sir; the poor gentleman is dead, and that’s an end to

  it.”




  “Exactly. By the way, was there any report of his being missing? One would have expected Mrs. Torridge to notify you when her husband did not return.”




  “Not a word, sir.”




  “Curious. You have not, of course, had time to inform the poor lady of his death?”




  “Not yet, sir. I only got here a few minutes before you.”




  “Then I will do it myself. She is a delicate woman, and must be spared shock as much as that is humanly possible.”




  “Thank you, sir. I will inform the Chief Constable; he will wish to know. And, of course, the Coroner; there will have to be an inquest.”




  “No doubt there will. A mere formality in such a case.”




  By this time a second police constable had appeared, and the body of Theobald Torridge, shrouded in a grey blanket, was borne away. Penticle, having been warned not to disclose the identity of

  the deceased, enjoyed withstanding a siege by the curious. If the public-houses had been open no doubt he would have been subject to irresistible temptation, but, as it was, he had no difficulty in

  maintaining a dignified and mysterious silence.




  Dr. Faundyce drove away on his melancholy mission, wishing that he had had time to fortify himself with breakfast. He found that Mrs. Torridge was still in bed and asleep. The maid told him that

  her mistress had had a severe sick headache on the previous evening, had gone to bed early and taken a sleeping draught. That, no doubt, thought the doctor, accounted for the fact that her

  husband’s failure to return home the previous night had not been reported. The maid told him that she herself always went to bed before ten o’clock and had been unaware of the

  Vicar’s absence. She had thought it curious that he was not, in accordance with his custom, in his study by eight o’clock this morning; it was not part of her duty to call her master

  and mistress, as Mrs. Torridge did not think it nice for her to see a gentleman in bed.




  Dr. Faundyce decided that the kindest thing was to wake the poor lady and break the news to her before she discovered her husband’s absence and started to rack herself with doubts and

  fears. When he entered her room he found her just returning to consciousness, but she had hardly shaken off the effects of the sleeping draught, and had evidently not yet realised that the pillow

  beside her was undented.




  Gently as the doctor did his sad duty, the news was an overwhelming shock to Mrs. Torridge. As he had told Inspector Heskell, she was a delicate woman, not only in health but in character, and

  had not the moral fortitude to stand up to such a catastrophe. It was half an hour before Faundyce could leave her, and he promised to send his wife up to be with her. In the meantime he urged her

  to take some nourishment—advice which he felt sure would not be followed.




  Mrs. Torridge had told him, as he expected, that she had been asleep before the time of her husband’s expected return, so that she had had no cause for anxiety overnight. This the doctor

  reported to Inspector Heskell, who informed him that the Vicar had not been at the Club the previous night. His absence had been attributed to the fog. Clearly the accident had happened as he was

  on his way there. Doctor and police-officer agreed that now that the widow had been informed, the news of the Vicar’s death might be generally released.




  That evening, in the public bar of the ‘Silver Herring’, Silas Penticle came into his own. Although the identity of the corpse was no longer a secret, such an

  unwonted event as a sudden death in Great Norne was the subject of avid curiosity, among all classes and creeds, so that a full house of the inn’s regulars assembled at the earliest possible

  hour—because Silas, being a tactician of Nelsonian calibre, had been saving his ammunition until he could discharge it with the greatest benefit to himself. He was a faithful and regular

  customer of the ‘Silver Herring’, and nobody had the slightest doubt that he would be found at his post on this auspicious evening.




  The meeting—for it was scarcely less—was so well and punctually attended by regulars that it was impossible to accommodate all the casuals who sought to hear old Silas’s

  story—a fact which caused untold remorse to the host, Jasper Blossom, who watched with bitter agony as his pot-boy pushed out into the night one after another of the potential customers for

  whom there was no room.




  Blossom was by nature a cheerful soul, who enjoyed the sound of his own voice. In the proper tradition of innkeepers, he was large, rubicund and commanding, the possessor of a temper he normally

  kept under reasonable control. Thirty-five years previously he and Mrs. Blossom had been unable to resist the temptation to call their firstborn daughter Rose, and that warm-hearted lady was now

  presiding in full bloom—if not actually full-blown—behind the bar, still richly pluckable, though as yet unplucked. Rose enjoyed a full house, with plenty of noise, and her eyes

  sparkled as she exchanged words of merriment and seemly jest with her many admirers across the counter.




  The clientele of the ‘Silver Herring’ consisted almost entirely of fishermen and farm labourers, with such odds and ends as mixed naturally with that stratum of society. Among these

  latter were Eb Creech, a carpenter who worked for Richard Barton, Crooky Blake, an odd-job man, and Josiah Chell, sexton of St. Martha’s. Creech, well on in the sixties, was one of the most

  respected characters in Great Norne; he was a strong Chapel man, and took particular exception to Josiah Chell, whom he regarded as light-tongued and irreverent. Eb himself was a man of almost

  impenetrable silence; an opinion or a statement of fact had to be dragged from him, but when it came it was generally worth waiting for.




  Blake, on the other hand, had a ready and amusing tongue; though he generally sat by himself in the darkest corner of the bar, he was on good terms with the other customers, in spite of being a

  ‘foreigner’ and no native of Great Norne. He had, in fact, come south after the industrial slump of 1930, wandering from place to place, trying his hand at any job of work that he could

  find. In Great Norne he had started as a labourer under the Town Council, but after a year had created for himself an entirely original job as ‘outside porter’, which consisted of a

  barrow and himself to push it; in a surprisingly short time a lot of tradesmen and private individuals had found it useful to have their small errands and carryings done in this way, for Blake was

  handy and reliable, even though, when off duty at night, he was occasionally found asleep in his barrow with an aroma of gin permeating the air around him. His nickname of ‘Crooky’ was

  due not to any defect of character but to a badly deformed shoulder, which did not, however, appear to handicap him in his work. His age was difficult to determine; his grizzled hair and rather

  gnarled appearance suggested that he was over fifty, but he might have been considerably younger.




  As soon as the public bar was full to capacity and all were served with drink, Jasper Blossom called on Silas Penticle to tell his tale. He told it with a deliberation that took time, so that,

  though there was not much meat in it, several replenishments of his tankard, at the charge of eager neighbours, were necessary before he had done justice to the occasion. In telling his story to

  the police he had made no mention of the smell of whisky or the broken flask, leaving them to find those details for themselves; being a godly as well as a kindly man, he had not intended to reveal

  the sordid secret now, but a seventh pint, laced with brandy—the contribution of ‘the house’—proved too much for his discretion, and out it all came.




  Inevitably there was a clatter of excitement and laughter. Everyone had assumed that the accident had been due to the fog, but now a richer explanation had been provided. Younger members of

  Silas’s audience attempted to illustrate their views by drunken staggerings, but there just was not room in the place to do it with any breadth of realism. Uncertainty of leg control was not,

  of course, unknown to most of Jasper Blossom’s customers, but it was a rare thing to see one of the gentry afflicted in that way, and that such a thing should happen to a minister of the

  cloth passed all experience and expectation.




  “Th’ old rascal,” exclaimed Ben Hard, one of the senior fishermen. “Preachering to us folks about the sins of the spirits and then taking them on the quiet

  hisself.”




  “Yes, and you, too, Josiah Chell,” echoed another grinning salt. “You holy men setting yourselves up above the rest of us, and all the time you’re no better nor what we

  are.”




  Josiah, seated on a low, backless bench near the fire, drained his tankard and set it down on the floor.




  “I never sets myself up nowhere,” he said. “I sets myself down in the lowest seats in the feast-room and waits for a gentleman to say to me: ‘Friend, come up higher and

  have a pint with me.’ ”




  The sexton’s special sense of humour was not always well received by simple folk who had been brought up to read their Bible even if they did not attend church. There was a short silence

  after his retort, and then Blossom started a discussion on why the Vicar should have been on the quay at all.




  “On his way to Men’s Club, Thu’sday night,” muttered old Silas, thickly.




  “Odd he should have drunk that amount before going to the Club,” mused Rose.




  “More likely he was coming away from Club,” suggested Crooky Blake from his corner. “Hard drinking lot, they tell me, at the Club.”




  There was a general chuckle at this, as the Men’s Club specialised in tea and soft drinks.




  “I don’t reckon the drop o’ whisky had nought to do with it,” said Ben Hard. “ ’Twas a thick night, and he just lost his way and fell over

  something.”




  “Ah, it’s you careless sailor-men leaving your tangles of rope about to draw decent folks to their death.”




  Silas Penticle, coming slowly to the surface through a daze of beer, brandy and shag, eyed Crooky inquiringly for a time, while the rattle of banter and speculation continued on all sides.




  “What was that about rope?” asked Silas slowly. “Who said aught about rope?”




  The ‘outside porter’ scratched his ill-shaven cheek.




  “Why, I reckon someone did,” he said. “What’s it matter, anyway?”




  Penticle relapsed into muttering incoherence and Blake rose to his feet and tapped out his pipe at the big fireplace.




  “And what do you think of it all, Eb Creech?” he asked the silent carpenter.




  Eb slowly cogitated this question and then delivered his opinion.




  “I think the poor gentleman’s dead,” he said, “and I don’t see aught to laff at.”




  Embarrassed recognition of this fact seemed to spread through the company.




  “I’m with you there,” said Crooky. “ ’Tis a sad night for God-fearing folk, and I’ll go sober to my bed.”




  





  Chapter Four




  A Bell Rings




  THE inquest on the Reverend Theobald Torridge passed off uneventfully, to the disappointment of those uncharitable spirits who had hoped for a bit of fun. No mention was made

  of whisky or broken flask either by the police or by Dr. Faundyce, and as Penticle had not mentioned it to the police when they first appeared on the scene, he could not very well do so now, even

  if he had wanted to.




  One juryman, in the know, did venture to ask Dr. Faundyce whether he had found anything unusual in the stomach. The doctor glowered at him and replied that he had not opened the stomach. Death

  was clearly due to a fractured base of the skull, as he had said in his evidence; there was no point in causing unnecessary distress by an exploratory autopsy.




  The Coroner was not a Great Norne man, but he was in the tradition of old Carnaby, whom he had recently succeeded—a family solicitor who would go a long way to avoid

  ‘distressing’ the gentle-folk to whom he looked for the major part of his business.
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