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	Chapter 1

	 

	ROBERT ELDRIDGE sat back in his seat. The train would be moving presently. He looked at his watch.... Twelve minutes past seven. He had perhaps entered the train too soon. His compartment might at the last moment be invaded. Then, of course, he would have to move into another.

	He hoped it had not been noticed— this anxiety of his to avoid his fellow-men whenever he caught the 7:15 from Fenchurch Street. But that was hardly likely. There was nothing to excite suspicion or even comment in his wish to travel alone. Most Englishmen preferred, if possible, to do so. There was no call for anyone to guess that he had a special reason of his own.

	So far the scheme had worked well. It had been in operation now for six months, and never a hitch... so far. He must have brought it off something between twenty and thirty times. It was still, however, difficult to feel at ease. One of these days...

	Why had they not thought of something less elaborate, simpler and more normal altogether? Eldridge sighed. He was, he reflected, like that. If there were two possible courses, one straightforward and the other devious, he was bound to find himself sooner or later committed to the more romantic.

	The train was moving. The platform slid past. Eldridge sat up. He had never lost that boyish thrill of a great locomotive gathering itself together for a long run.

	Romance brought up the 9:15— that was Kipling. Romance again... romance at forty-seven.... Well, there was no fool like an old fool— so they said.

	Eldridge sighed again, settled himself more comfortably in his corner facing the engine and lit a cigar— a long, dark cigar of the finest Havana tobacco. He had contracted the habit of good cigars during those lean years in South America. They were sent to him in consignments of a thousand at a time, to his office in Fenchurch Street, a few hundred yards from the station. It was true he paid a wicked price for them, but he could afford it. Come to think of it, there had been very few moments in his life when he had been unable to afford what he really wanted. He was that sort of man. He had suffered, of course, his ups and downs, But a man must take the rough with the smooth.

	Eldridge stirred uneasily. For some of the rough hail been exceedingly rough. That night sixteen years ago, for example, when he had slipped across the gangway of the s.s. Malabar bound for Montevideo. But he was not going to think of the past. The past was... past. And the future would take care of itself. All that mattered now was the present. In another three hours...

	Eldridge blew a fragrant cloud of smoke and closed his eyes. The present... that meant Margaret. He had never really known what life was until Margaret had taken him in hand. What luck— what stupendous luck— to be loved for himself alone, at forty-seven! He had found it at first rather difficult to believe, but at last he could have no doubt of it. She did not even know that he was rich, but thought of him as working hard in the City to make both ends meet. And he had been very careful not to undeceive her. That again was his romantic disposition. For a day would come, very soon now, when he would appear to her openly in the likeness of a fairy prince. He would walk into the little drawing-room at Eastrepps, and just outside the window she would catch a glimpse over his shoulder of the gleaming bonnet of a Rolls.

	That would be when he had dealt with Withers.

	Very firm about the lips, Eldridge pulled a paper from his despatch-case and read it carefully. An excellent report so far as it went. Harris was doing well— the best private inquiry agent he had been able to find. He hated to employ the fellow, but Withers had somehow to be caught, and unless it were done quickly Withers might be catching him. And that would never do. Margaret had made it clear that she could not allow herself to be divorced by Withers, for then she would lose Cynthia. Withers would take the child like a shot if he were allowed to pose as a husband wantonly deceived. How Margaret had ever come to marry the man he could not think. She had been caught young, of course... forced into it by her revolting family. Withers had once had money.

	Eldridge returned to the paper he had taken from his case. "The party has been under continuous observation for the last fortnight," he read. "Yesterday he motored to Oxford and put up at the hotel where he is at present staying. He engaged a suite and continues to preserve an air of expectancy."

	It really looked as though they would catch him at last. A fellow with any spark of decency would have let Margaret divorce him three years ago— when she had told him outright that she would never live with him again. But Withers was waiting to divorce Margaret. If only he knew how good a case he had!... But he would never know— not till it was too late for the knowledge to be of any use to him.

	Eldridge nodded thoughtfully. He had managed things pretty well so far. Margaret had been his for six months now. She had given him everything—the essential Margaret she had never, he was sure, allowed another to see or know... everything, body and soul, heart and life... Margaret.

	There was a smarting behind his eyes as he sat crumpling the paper in his right hand. There was only another person in the world she loved except himself. Cynthia was five now. Or was it six? Six it must be, though Margaret seemed absurdly young to have a girl of six. She couldn't be more than twenty-seven at the most. He would catch Withers at last, and then let the fellow look to himself! Margaret should have her divorce and Cynthia as well.

	"I shall be ruthless," said Eldridge in a hoarse whisper.

	"Ruthless," he repeated, and gazed round rather guiltily, as though there might be someone to hear him.

	At that moment, indeed, the door slid back, and the conductor was asking for his ticket.

	Eldridge produced the white cardboard slip. That, of course, was another precaution— no season ticket for him, even though he went to London regularly once a week. It was essential that he should not be too well known on the line, and he had done his best to avoid making friends with the railway officials.

	Eldridge turned away his head and gazed out of the window as the man took his ticket, punched it and handed it back to him.

	The door shut with a slight click, and Eldridge was himself again.

	Undoubtedly it was unpleasant— all this mummery and creeping to and fro. But it would soon be over now. Margaret and he could then come out openly. And when they did come out they would make a splash. He had the money...

	There again he had reason to be thankful to Margaret. But for her he would have been caught in the Wilmott crash a year ago. Margaret had a head on her shoulders. She had insisted that he should get out of that Elm Investment Society of the Hosiery Trust, though she hadn't a notion how much he had put into it. And not a fortnight afterwards the whole thing had gone sky high. Fourteen years Wilmott had got for that— the most disgraceful fraud that had been perpetrated within living memory— so the judge had said.

	Eldridge set his lips firmly together. Crash was an ugly word, and he knew something of crashes— no one better. But for God's providence he might himself have been in Wilmott's shoes...

	Sixteen years ago... but he was not going to think of that, though it was sometimes hard— devilish hard— with so many people still alive who had good reason to remember— all the many hundreds, in fact, who might, he supposed, be described as his victims. He had meant, when he bolted, to pay them all back some day, but there had always been something that made it difficult, even impossible. He had never had quite enough money, for one thing; for what he spent on himself— and a man must live— would never be more than a drop in the ocean. And now it was too late. For what was the use of righting wrongs years afterwards, when they had all been forgotten?

	Forgotten.... Now and then he might hear a reference to the matter. For his victims were everywhere— there were a score or more even in Eastrepps, persons he met every day, who little thought that the respectable Mr. Eldridge was the notorious Selby, of Anaconda Ltd. James Selby, lost for years in South America, no longer existed for the world— had covered his tracks so completely that no one could possibly suspect. Sixteen years in South America changed a man, and the most striking features of Selby— thick fair hair and a plenteous beard— had been tactfully obliterated by time and the razor. It was hard on a man to be almost completely bald at forty-seven, but in this case it had saved a world of trouble.

	Eldridge looked at his watch. They would be serving dinner in half an hour. Meanwhile, he had that list of investments to check. Better get on with it at once.

	He reached for the despatch-case lying beside him on the seat, opened it, and for the next half-hour was absorbed in a file of papers contained in a yellow jacket. He had checked the final figure just as the door slid open and the dining-car attendant announced that dinner was served.

	Eldridge closed the despatch-case with a snap and, rising briskly, walked down the corridor to his solitary table in the dining-car. Mulligatawny soup, poached turbot, roast leg of Iamb— the usual railway dinner.... Not so bad. He ate it steadily, and even had a second slice of lamb, for he was hungry. During the meal, as was his custom, he read from a book propped up against the cruet. Margaret was anxious— and Margaret was right— that he should improve himself. And he had not, so far, had much time for reading. His eye ran resolutely down the page:

	 

	"'Twill vex thy soul to hear what I shall speak;

	For I must talk of murders, rapes and massacres.

	Acts of black night, abominable deeds,

	Complots of mischief, treason, violence,

	Ruthful to hear, yet piteously performed."

	 

	That was Shakespeare— fine, of course, though a trifle morbid. But Margaret had said that he should read it, and he would read anything for Margaret.

	He read steadily for three-quarters of an hour, and then returned to his compartment.

	Thence he stared a trifle nervously from the window. The train was drawing into Norwich, and it was always possible that at Norwich, where it stopped, someone might enter. The critical moment approached, and it would never do for him to be spotted. That was why he had always to travel after dark, which was a bore in summer-time, especially with daylight saving, but it just could not be helped. And, in any case, it added to his great content when at last, all risks successfully encountered, he had reached his desire.

	The train was moving less fast through the summer night. The swift express had changed into something almost a parliamentary, had stopped three times since Norwich, and now, at long last, was approaching Bacton. Sometimes it stopped there, sometimes not; it depended on the passengers. The lights of the little station flashed into view. There was a grinding of brakes. The train slowed and came to a pause. Eldridge drew back a little from the window, keeping his eyes on the platform. Two dim figures descended from the train. That was young Lord Marsham and a friend going to the big house. Lucky dog!... had always had everything but money, and now he had married that, as befitted the sole legitimate heir of his wicked old father.

	The train was again on the move. The sky was very dark, but cloudless— the moon not yet up, though it would be rising soon. Eldridge glanced at his gold watch... another two minutes. He moved away from the door, picked up his felt hat and set it firmly on his head. Then he buttoned his coat, took his gloves, stick and despatch-case, and returned to the window, his hand on the catch of the door. His mouth was a little dry and his heart beat a fraction faster than usual. He always felt like that, though it was really ridiculous. There was no danger, and even if anyone saw him they would only regard it as ... peculiar.

	At last.... There was a grinding of brakes, and the train abruptly slowed down.

	Eldridge cautiously peered through the open window. The train had fallen almost to a walking pace, but he would wait until it stopped. Margaret was always insistent on that. She was afraid lest he should fall. Precious Margaret!... careful of him even in the least of things.

	But already he could see the hedge— thick, good stout hollies, grown to withstand the strong sea winds straight from the Pole.

	The train stopped with a faint jar which caused him to sway ever so slightly. He stood quite still a moment, and looked up and down the train to make sure that no one was watching. Then, quietly pressing down the catch, he pushed open the door, slipped out on to the step and down to the ballast beneath.

	He closed the door carefully behind him, then sped into the shelter of the holly trees, scratching the back of his left hand slightly as he made his way through. Screened by the hedge, he crouched, till the train should pass, in a dry ditch, where some of the dead leaves of the previous autumn still lingered. Ten yards away the lights of the express gleamed like the fantastic scales of a fairy serpent. There came at last a faint whistle from the engine far ahead, followed by a grinding of wheels. The train was in motion.

	Eldridge waited till the red lamp at the end was an Indian jewel on the bosom of the night. Then he brushed his knees and stepped out into the darkness. All was well. Once more the manoeuvre had been successful. No one had seen him. Now, so far as the world knew, he was still in London. The train always stopped for a moment at that spot before moving backwards into the station at Eastrepps, which stood on a branch line aside from the main track. Always it stopped in the same place, just opposite the holly hedge. And next morning he would slip away from Margaret as quietly as he had slipped from the train, climb the station stairs punctually at 11:55, and so to the platform just as the first London train drew in, to deliver up his ticket in the usual way and walk out with the rest of the passengers. And nobody any the wiser.

	Eldridge set out into the night, crossing the quiet summer fields wet with a heavy dew. He skirted an acre of waving corn, soon to turn yellow with the promise of a fine harvest, and so by a hedge, where nightingales sang in May, to a little lane down which he walked between festoons of old man's beard, nettles and deadly nightshade. Then he passed down a street, where no one was likely to recognise the respectable Mr. Eldridge— a street of workmen's dwellings. He paused a moment at the end. A lamp shone upon the heavy enamel plate which bore the name of the street—Sheffield Park. He read the name absently and passed on, turning abruptly to the right into Heath Road. The salt tang of the sea wind struck his nostrils. He paused a moment, and ran a silk handkerchief between his neck and collar, for he was hot, and he hated to enter the presence of Margaret anything but cool and collected. The sea was somewhere in front, scarcely half a mile away. Upon the dark, unharvested waters far out, as it seemed, hanging in the sky, shone the lights of a passing ship. A faint refreshing wind fanned his face.

	Again he paused. Something stirred in him. This was beautiful, and Margaret was near. He strode off manfully to the right. There it was at last—a small cottage. How small for such a treasure! But he would change all that.

	A faint light showed through a slit between the curtains of the ground-floor window. He raised a hand and tapped softly on the window-pane, then stood waiting in the outer darkness of the porch, looking towards the door of fumed oak which he could not see. His heart was beating high. Custom could not stale his great content.

	There came the sound of a catch slipping back and the door swung open.

	Robert Eldridge stepped forward.

	"Margaret!" he said.

	 

	ii

	 

	AT half-past seven on July 16th, 1930—the day on which Mr. Eldridge travelled from Fenchurch Street, Miss Mary Hewitt sat down to dinner with her brother James. The stained oak table, set of six chairs and chiffonier with its glass front were wearing bravely, but were definitely not younger than their years. The room itself was pleasant enough, papered a soft brown, with three or four good sporting prints on the walls and a fine Shiraz, blue and pink, lying in front of the double window.

	The windows looked upon a small garden which consisted mostly of lawn. The roses in the flower-beds, though carefully tended, wore a stricken look, for the house faced the sea, which could be heard from time to time mumbling the sandstone cliffs upon which the house was built. At the end of the garden ran a low hedge of tamarisks.

	There was no wind that evening. Far away to the right, to be just seen if you craned your neck from the window, the sun was sinking to the grey waters. But the room was full of light, and above the low sound of the sea the single note of a church clock, half a mile away, striking the hour could just be heard.

	Miss Hewitt and her brother took their places in silence, which remained unbroken until, abruptly, the serving hatch shot up with a bang and startled the Colonel, so that he dropped the ring of his napkin. His red face disappeared for a moment, while his old fingers scrabbled on the carpet. Just as he rose again above the table, a pair of hands grasping two plates over-full of soup were thrust into the room from the kitchen.

	"Damn that girl!" said the Colonel.

	His sister signed, and delayed to answer her brother till the hatch had shut again with a second bang behind the plates.

	"I beg you. James," she entreated, "not to make these scenes in front of the servants."

	"Servants!" said the Colonel, as his sister rose and placed one of the plates in front of him. "One maid with dirty thumbs, and she can't even keep 'em out of the soup."

	He glared fiercely at the squat bottle of colonial burgundy standing by his plate.

	"If you go on like this, James," returned his sister quietly, "we shall have no maid at all. This is the third girl we have had since Easter."

	"When I was at Jullundur," said the Colonel, "I had fourteen servants—fourteen!... and they gave less trouble in a year than this one does in a week."

	"But we are not at Jullundur," said his sister.

	Silence fell for a moment. Miss Hewitt again rose from the table to take away her brother's plate. She moved quietly to the service hatch, lifted it and pushed the plates through into the kitchen.

	"Wine?" asked the Colonel, laying hold of the bottle.

	"No, thank you, James," replied his sister.

	"Sorry, m'm." came a voice from the hatch, "but I've had a bit of trouble with the fish. I don't seem to get the hang of this 'ere stove."

	"That will be all right," said Miss Hewitt nervously.

	"Then it will be the cold meat, mm?"

	"Yes, Deborah, the cold meat."

	"I am sorry, James." said Mrs Hewitt, turning to her brother. "I suppose you heard..."

	"Yes, Mary, I heard."

	The Colonel's face had assumed a terrible expression, but his sister did not blench. She realised that he was only trying to smile.

	"I heard," continued the Colonel, "and I was glad to hear. I am getting rather tired of cotton wool with pins in it."

	His voice died away in a rumble.

	The hatch opened again, and Miss Hewitt, taking the dish upon which reposed the remains of a sirloin, placed it in front of the Colonel. She then went to the sideboard, and, taking a dish of cold beetroot, put it beside the meat.

	"Under-done," said the Colonel, waving the carvers. "I'm glad she does not over-cook the meat. Did you hear that, Maria? You can tell her, with my compliments, that she docs not over-cook the meat."

	He passed a plate of red beef to his sister.

	"Chutney," continued the Colonel. "Where's the chutney?"

	"Must you, James? You know what the doctor said."

	"Damn the doctor!" said the Colonel, but without heat, for he always damned the doctor as inevitably as he damned the dentist, all trades-people, the secretary of the golf club, the War Office and, above all, the Pensions Department.

	Miss Hewitt had returned to her place.

	"That confounded Sawbones isn't going to cut out the chutney," he said, getting heavily to his feet and moving to the sideboard.

	He returned in triumph bearing a dark glass jar, from which he helped himself with a liberal hand.

	The Colonel, after two helpings of beef, began to feel better. Now and then he looked resentfully but not unkindly at his sister. She was silent this evening, even more silent than usual. Poor Mary! he reflected, never very bright at the best of times; ought to have married long ago; not a bad-looking girl in her day; and it was confounded hard luck that she should have wasted the best years of her life waiting for that missionary fellow. The Boxers had chopped him up in '02.

	The Colonel, to cheer his sister, started to tell her about the putt he had missed on the thirteenth green. For that he must blame the Secretary. The grass had been cut only that morning, and the green was therefore much faster than usual. But no one had informed him of the fact, though he had taken a drink with the Secretary, just before teeing up.

	Miss Hewitt did her best to listen, but her mind was far away, reviewing a life that had failed to offer her very much. Partly, as she secretly admitted, it was her own fault; but that did not make it any the easier. She should never, for example, have agreed to keep house for James. James was not really a bad sort, but after thirty years in India— well, what could you expect? Then there had been that unlucky investment of her small fortune in Anaconda Ltd. What had possessed her, a spinster of independent means, with five thousand pounds soundly and safely invested, to take such a terrible risk? But people did these things. Hundreds had done it in this particular case. Why. there were half a dozen she knew of in Eastrepps itself, small though the place was. The Selby crash... it was still a theme for the gossips.

	"Mary," said the Colonel suddenly, "you haven't heard a word of what I was saying."

	Her apology was cut short by a further raising of the hatch. Again Miss Hewitt rose from her seat, to receive and bring to the table a white cornflour blancmange islanded in a dish of stewed prunes. There was also a letter addressed to the Colonel. It lay on the tray beside the sweets in a buff-coloured envelope and inscribed as on His Majesty's Service.

	"Sorry, m'm," came the voice of Deborah from the far side of the hatch. "There's a letter for the master. It came by the afternoon post."

	Miss Hewitt laid the dish of prunes on the table.

	"I had it out afterwards with the Secretary." continued the Colonel. "'When the grass is cut,' I said, 'the members ought to be warned.' The fellow was inclined to be impertinent, but there you are— no consideration for old residents, while the young entries are coddled— positively coddled. That fellow Longstaffe, for instance— just because he can hit a ball with that unsporting steel shaft of his further than...."

	"There is a letter for you, James," broke in Miss Hewitt.

	"A letter?" said the Colonel. "Then why the deuce did I not get it before?"

	He pushed his plate from him as he spoke and began fumbling for his eyeglasses, which he eventually clipped to his nose.

	"A cockatoo," thought his sister. "I knew he reminded me of something."

	One day she would put him in a book— that was her secret ambition.

	Meanwhile the Colonel, reading his letter, had flushed an even deeper red than was normal.

	"The sharks!" he burst out suddenly— "the sharks!"

	Miss Hewitt, very pale, shrank back in her chair. She knew the symptoms. James was going to swear.

	James swore, using an epithet which brought his sister to her feet, trembling but undaunted.

	"James," she said, "I cannot permit such language in my presence. I must ask you to apologise."

	"But look at this," roared the Colonel, thrusting the letter across the table. "Do you think we can live on air? Five pounds seven and tenpence deducted at source."

	But Miss Hewitt had bent forward across the table, her face in her hands, creaking rhythmically with every sob that escaped from between her fingers. The Colonel paused a moment, then shambled round the table and laid a hand on her shoulder.

	"Mary," he said.

	But Miss Hewitt was too far gone to be comforted.

	"Old girl." said the Colonel, "it's no use crying about it. Shan't be able to pay old Sawbones this month, that's all, and I'm afraid you will have to go without a new hat. We must... Dr... just face these things together, that's what we must do, face 'em together."

	Miss Hewitt dabbed her eyes with her napkin. The Colonel wore a solemn look.

	"All right, James," she said. "Won't you go back and finish your dinner?"

	The Colonel stood looking at her a moment, then shook his head with decision.

	"No." he answered. "The fact of the matter is I... Dr... don't feel quite up to the mark— confounded headache and all that. I'll just toddle off to bed, that's what I'll do."

	He sneezed prodigiously; the mould quivered in its dish.

	"A little hot toddy," he muttered, "and ten grains of aspirin. And I'll take my chota hazri at nine to-morrow."

	He moved to the door as he spoke.

	When he had left the room, Miss Hewitt pushed up the service hatch once more and ordered Deborah to prepare some hot water for the toddy. Then she wandered out into the little hall and stood a moment gazing through the glass doors which led to a small verandah on the further side of the house. The flowers in this part of the garden were protected from the fierce east winds. The dahlias were coming on nicely, and there would be quite a respectable show of hollyhocks. Miss Hewitt loved flowers and gardening, but, alas! they took up time and money.

	She stood awhile, and then, taking a pair of garden scissors, went to cut some of the lilies under the drawing-room window. She grew them especially for the parish church, and always took them on Wednesday evening herself to the vestry.

	Miss Hewitt, as she cut the flowers, could hear the Colonel in his room. The bed creaked suddenly under his weight. He was saying good-night to his cat Adolphus, of whom he was very fond.

	It would be peaceful in the church, and thence she would go, as her custom was, to see her friend, Mrs. Dampier, on the way home by the cliff. Mrs. Dampier had a really beautiful garden... no such roses as hers in Eastrepps, and there was that lovely corner with the sundial where all the flowers were blue—delphiniums, lupins, campanulas, and strange exotic pansies affronting the flagged path.

	Miss Hewitt picked up an old straw hat from a peg in the hall, pulled it over her greying hair, and started down the garden path to the gate. There she turned to the right and walked along a narrow lane. The Colonel's house was one of a number of small villas built along the edge of the cliff to the southeast of the golf club. A quarter of a mile behind her stood the lighthouse. Already its revolving lantern was showing fitfully against the dying sky and the first pale stars.

	Miss Hewitt took her way down the path. If only she had kept her money safe... two hundred a year... a small hotel in Florence, the Lakes in summer. One could live on two hundred a year in Italy, even after the War, if one was careful. But it had all gone, every penny of it.... And Selby had never even been caught.

	Half an hour later, Miss Hewitt, her errand accomplished, stood at the door of Tamarisk House, to be shown by a trim maid into the drawing-room. She was fond of Mrs. Dampier, but it was difficult, very difficult, not to envy her friend. Soft Persian carpets on the floor, old furniture, perfect of its kind, a black-and-gold lacquer Chinese cabinet in one corner, shaded lights on the walls—all these whispered discreetly of taste, money and security.

	Mrs. Dampier was speaking. She was short, and wore horn-rimmed spectacles, amber in colour, and her skin was as fresh and clear in her sixtieth year as it had been when she was twenty. Mrs. Dampier was a character in Eastrepps, especially after her Homeric battle with the local electric company. She had stirred the apathetic Town Council to such good purpose that on their appeal twopence had been taken off the price per unit of electricity for all consumers, and for that she had received a vote of thanks. Even Councillor Thompson, who held shares in the electric light company, had been forced to join in the tribute.

	"You are looking tired, my dear," said Mrs. Dampier. "Let us go into the garden."

	She led the way out of the drawing-room along a tiled passage to the back door.

	Miss Hewitt stood by the margin of a square stone pond. Again she felt that little pang. The old friend at her side had not meant it, of course, but rich people were like that. They took a pleasure in the things they owned, and naturally liked to exhibit them. They could hardly be expected to realise that to those who were less fortunate... But such thoughts were unworthy. And yet this pond with the gold-fish and its rare plants must have cost at least a hundred pounds. What could one not do with a hundred pounds?

	"Alisma or water plantain," Mrs. Dampier was saying. "And here is the lady fern. The water-lilies, of course, will be a little difficult. One can only grow the smaller kinds, such as the Nymphaea odorata or the Rosacea sulphurea. I have to grow them in baskets of soil sunk in the water."

	Mrs. Dampier bent over the paved edges of the pond planted with campanulas and saxifrages and touched with a gesture of affection, almost such as would be used to a child, a lovely specimen of the iris Kaempferi.

	"Of course," she said, "it will be two years, if not three, before this water-garden will look really nice."

	"But your roses," said Miss Hewitt.

	They turned the corner of the house, and Miss Hewitt looked across the lawn to a great bank whence a tide of fragrance was poured from a thousand blossoms.

	"Yes," said Mrs. Dampier. "My brother George pruned them in the spring when he was staying with me. He's a great gardener, you know, and they really are a success this year."

	"Exquisite," said Miss Hewitt softly, every trace of envy smoothed from her mind.

	They walked slowly about the garden paths talking of small matters or no matter at all.

	The garden was quite dark now. A bat twittered across the lawn.

	"Shall we go in?" said Mrs. Dampier.

	"Why." said Miss Hewitt, "it is already ten o'clock."

	"But you will stay a moment, won't you?" urged Mrs. Dampier. "You must take a glass of sherry or some orange water?"

	Miss Hewitt shook her head.

	"It's very kind of you, but I really must be getting home. I have to go into Norwich to-morrow by the early train. Don't trouble to see me through the house. I can leave by the garden gate."

	Together they walked beyond the rose-garden to a gate set in the oaken palisade.

	Miss Hewitt pulled open the gate and passed through it.

	"I think your lock is broken, isn't it?" she asked.

	Mrs. Dampier examined the lock.

	"I must see about having it mended." she said. "I keep it locked, you know, in case anyone should want to pick my roses."

	Miss Hewitt lingered a moment by the gate. She was feeling at peace once more, and turned, upon a grateful impulse, to her friend.

	"Good night," she said. "It is kind of you to put up with me. I shall sleep to-night. It's this lovely garden and the flowers. They set the mind at rest."

	Mrs. Dampier pressed the thin arm of Miss Hewitt affectionately.

	"Good night, my dear," she replied. "It is nice of you to come. I look forward to our Wednesday evenings."

	Miss Hewitt set her face to the cliff and began to walk home. She felt strangely comforted. Those roses, shining with a thousand faces....

	She turned into the narrow lane. Soon she would be passing the bungalows. But first she had to go through Coatt's Spinney, the little wood of stunted oak trees, the unpleasant little wood. Some day it would drop into the sea, and already half the trees had been strangled by the cruel winds that swept down upon them from the north. It had been there, they said, a derelict of the land, for over a hundred years. She always felt that if, as the fishermen believed, the ghost of Eric the Red, who had harried the town in the days of Alfred, were in the habit of revisiting the scene of his ancient exploits, it was there he would walk. Usually she would hasten through it uneasily, for the trees after sunset were hardly natural. To-night, however, she didn't notice them. Her mind was full of the roses.

	She did not see the shadow that moved among the trees, or hear the soft footfalls behind her.

	In the middle of the wood she paused a moment. Through a gap in the twisted branches of the oaks were the sea and the first beginnings of the moon. Moonlight on rose petals—the vision flooded her mind with peace.

	At that moment the blow fell. She felt nothing. But the vision was blotted out, and she lay on the ground motionless.

	 

	iii

	 

	ADOLPHUS was later than usual. He would always stay by the house till he knew that nothing further was to be expected. His master, the Colonel, was asleep, but his mistress had not yet returned, and when she came back there might be a last saucer of milk, if he were sufficiently Importunate.

	Adolphus had the patience of his kind, but the night was promising. The big tortoiseshell next door was already abroad; he felt it in his bones, and he was determined that to-night his affair of the previous day with that interloper should be fought to a finish. None but the brave deserved the fair, and Adolphus was the bravest cat of his acquaintance.

	It was nearly eleven o'clock before he reached the little wood on the cliff—the scene of his exploits.

	But there he came upon a form that he knew. For a moment he paused beside it. There was something wrong. His mistress was no longer the same. He stepped delicately to one side. Adolphus was a dainty cat, and did not wish to soil his paws.

	 

	Chapter 2

	 

	INSPECTOR PROTHEROE— officially Station-Sergeant Protheroe, but, as there was also a section-sergeant at Eastrepps, he felt that he might justifiably adopt the more impressive title— entered the police station at nine o'clock on the morning of the 17th July, and hung his cap on the accustomed peg. He was a large man in the early forties. His face, adorned, as he considered, by a black moustache of the toothbrush variety, had no striking characteristics, except perhaps for a twisted wrinkle between the eyes only noticeable when he was put out in any way—in other words, rather frequently.

	The office chair creaked protestingly as he bent to his desk and began to deal with a small pile of correspondence in the tray.

	The first two letters he glanced at briefly and laid aside; the third claimed his closer attention. He ran his fingers through the short hair which was just beginning to recede from his forehead and read it again with pursed lips.

	The door opened as he set it down.

	"At last," said Inspector Protheroe, the twisted wrinkle parading for business between his heavy brows.

	The person addressed was Section-Sergeant Ruddock, who now stood in the doorway, helmet in hand.

	"Sorry, sir," he answered, moving as he spoke to his desk in the corner of the room.

	"Sorry!" echoed the Inspector. "You are nearly ten minutes late, and it is your business to be here on time. You know that perfectly well."

	Inspector Protheroe looked resentfully at his Sergeant. Why couldn't the fellow say something instead of standing there as though butter wouldn't melt in his mouth? Ruddock was like that. He never answered back, but just stood as he was standing now, as though he were waiting for you to add something rather better than usual.

	"Well," said the Inspector, "have you nothing to say?"

	Sergeant Ruddock blinked at his superior. He was a reddish, wiry man of middle height, and his complexion, rosy and transparent as that of a schoolboy, was absurd.

	"I am sorry, sir." he repeated.

	"Then perhaps you would kindly get on with your work."

	"Certainly, sir. Anything in particular?"

	There was nothing in particular, and Inspector Protheroe registered the fact as a further grievance against his subordinate.

	"Have you," he asked accusingly, fixing his Sergeant with what he intended to be a commanding gaze, "looked into that little matter of the summons to be served on Richard Prescott?"

	"I have," said the Sergeant. "I called at his house in Sheffield Park only last night. Prescott has gone away, and Mrs. Prescott does not know when he will be back."

	"I want that summons delivered," said the Inspector. "You'd better call again this morning when you leave the station."

	"Very good, sir," responded Sergeant Ruddock.

	Again the Inspector looked resentfully at his Sergeant. Ruddock was too respectful by half. Was it possible that sarcasm was intended?

	Ruddock was standing at his elbow.

	"My daily report, sir."

	"Thank you, Ruddock. Perhaps you will draft now an answer to these letters. Nothing of importance. They are giving us six extra men for the summer season, and I suppose we shall have to take it lying down. With all the visitors swarming into the town, there will be work for at least a dozen. Then there's that affair of Jenkinson's dog. The woman wants to prosecute; swears that he frightened the bird off laying for the season. There are one or two other small matters. See to them. Ruddock. I must keep myself for the big case."

	"The big case?" echoed Ruddock.

	"The poaching on Sir Jefferson Cobb's preserves."

	"Of course," said Ruddock— "the big case."

	The Inspector flushed. There could be no doubt of it now. This was undoubtedly sarcasm.

	"The big case." he repeated stubbornly. "Sir Jefferson Cobb, let me tell you, has written to me again this morning on the subject. An arrest will have to be made."

	"Perhaps you have somebody in mind, sir," said Ruddock encouragingly.

	"I have at least half a dozen persons in mind." snapped the Inspector. "Unfortunately, Ruddock, the magistrates will require evidence. Yes, Ruddock, you may not be aware of it, but magistrates require evidence."

	The Inspector sat back. He, too, could be sarcastic when the occasion called.

	Ruddock picked up the letters from the Inspector's desk and moved towards his own small table opposite. At that moment, however, the telephone, screwed to the wall, rang out harshly. Ruddock, at a sign from the Inspector, unhooked the receiver.

	"Yes," he said. "This is Eastrepps Police Station. Sergeant Ruddock speaking.... One moment, I cannot hear you very well... not quite so loud, if you please."

	Ruddock listened a moment, and turned to the Inspector.

	"It's Colonel Hewitt speaking. He is asking for you, sir. Case of murder."

	"What?" almost shouted the Inspector.

	"Murder," repeated Ruddock quietly. But the Inspector was half-way across the room. He snatched the receiver from his subordinate. "Hullo!... Hullo!"

	Sergeant Ruddock moved respectfully to one side. The Inspector was obliged to hold the receiver at some distance from his ear. The Colonel's disjointed words, a series of metallic barkings, filled the room.

	"Damn it, sir, don't echo me!... Murder was what I said.... Come to my house at once, 'The Hollies,' West Cliff.... It's on your way, and I'll take you straight to the spot.... No... nothing has been touched."

	The Inspector turned to Sergeant Ruddock. His eyes were shining.

	"Ruddock." he said with false calm, "tell Williams and Birchington to be ready to accompany me immediately. You will remain here at the station."

	"Remain here, sir?" said Ruddock, who had already reached for his helmet.

	"That is what I said," snapped the Inspector. "You will look after the office in my absence.... Business as usual, Ruddock."

	Ruddock looked at the Inspector as though he would protest, but, thinking better of it, fell into his usual attitude of deference.

	"And the big case?" he asked.

	"See to it, Ruddock, see to it," said the Inspector generously. "I shall have no time for it now."

	 

	ii

	 

	THAT same morning at ten o'clock Mrs. Dampier stepped from her garden gate. She was rarely earlier than ten-thirty. There were so many little things to be seen and decided upon before she left the house. On the other hand, she was rarely later, because it was advisable to do one's shopping before the buyers became too thick upon the ground.

	It was a cool day, and the faintest of mists was hanging above the sea. But that would be gone in an hour.

	Mrs. Dampier walked briskly along, mentally running over the list of things she must buy. Her daughter, with a husband and three children, would be arriving next month. It would be necessary to lay in stores.

	Mrs. Dampier liked to fill her house in the summer. An empty house in a town that in July and August was packed with pleasant folk— for Eastrepps was fairly lucky in its visitors— was obviously incongruous. It seemed hardly decent to have four or five empty bedrooms when quite nice people were glad to secure an attic in the by-streets.

	She stopped first at a nursery garden on the left of the road beyond the meadow. There was no doubt in her mind that Mr. Hulton's tomatoes were the best she had ever known— larger and better grown, she privately considered, than those of Sir Jefferson Cobb. They had more juice and less pith than Sir Jefferson's, and the skins were fine as silk.

	Leaving the nursery. Mrs. Dampier shortly turned a corner, and found herself in the narrow Norwich Road, which became Church Street in a hundred yards, without, however, becoming any wider. It was bordered on each side by red-brick villas, the ground floors of which were shops or offices. A little further on, to the right, was a large garage, where the charabancs stood, half in and half out of the yard. Several cars were slipping, one by one, like beads on a string, round the huge bulk of the Eastrepps to Mundesley motor omnibus.

	Mrs. Dampier gazed resentfully at the passing cars. She could remember the time when Eastrepps had still been a fishing village, with its flint-faced church, in all the severity of Perpendicular, standing in a little God's acre set about by Regency houses of stucco. The town had grown out of knowledge during the last thirty years— not as much as other East Coast places, but quickly enough to annoy the older residents. And this, of course, was the height of the season. Young men in blazers and grey flannels, accompanied by young women in white pleated skirts and brilliant jumpers, swarmed in the streets and on the sands.

	Mrs. Dampier, passing the police station, was surprised to see a small crowd of people at the entrance talking eagerly among themselves, and a moment later she was still more surprised to see two constables emerge abruptly from the door, push their way through the crowd, jump on two bicycles standing by the pavement, and pedal off very forcibly in the direction of West Cliff. One of them had even forgotten his helmet.

	The crowd, struck silent by their abrupt appearance, broke again into active chatter, as their departing backs swept round the corner.

	For a moment Mrs. Dampier was tempted to ask what had happened, but then thought better of it, and crossed the road, looking carefully to right and left to avoid the traffic. The pavement on the other side was less crowded. There were no shops here, only the low wall of the ancient churchyard with the great church beyond.
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