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  I


  A long curving sweep of tall gray houses. At their feet the old parade, its worn seawall banked up against wind-driven tides. Troon House, grayer, gaunter than the rest, stood empty. A signboard creaked on rusted hinges, advertising it For Sale or To Let.


  Lonely. Lovely. Deserted. Seagate was proud of Troon House. Seagate was afraid of it. People came by the score to see it, always in broad daylight. They were careful to keep in groups, silent, timid, turning a sharp corner, entering each unexplored room with that sudden jolt that a clumsily manipulated elevator gives to one’s heart.


  They stared at beautiful restorations, at blackened beams, at vast wall-cupboards, and at brick fireplaces whose ancient clay showed every tint of umber, rose and purple-brown. They bunched together closely going up the last steep narrow stairs to the west attic. They looked at its deep recess, recently and fatally uncovered—looked and shuddered.


  They went in close order downstairs again, escaped through low-roofed, retiled kitchens to a long untended garden behind the house and thence to a broad lane and main road at last. Shaken, nervously loquacious, they didn’t speak of Troon until the old place was out of sight. Over tea and famous Seagate shrimps they exchanged impressions.


  Going home after sunset, if they stayed so long, they glanced in passing along the road, at Troon’s blank front windows, shivered, looked quickly away.


  Troon—gray old house, left to hideous memories of the Thing of Darkness. Day by day, night by night, through the years, through the centuries Troon had stood. Old, forsaken, betrayed. Old Troon—shell of death—old Troon.


  Low sullen clouds. A cold northwest wind. Fierce squalling gusts of rain. A high angry tide, gray-green flecked with bitter white, roaring up the estuary. Seagate was a mile of wet gray road and blank-faced houses. Wind and sea . . . wind and sea.


  At the village-church of Keston, a fifteen minute walk away on the hill behind, the broken body of Joe Dawlish with its staring tortured eyes and twisted face of fear was being buried. And in another grave, a sad small grave, the bones of “Lizzy Werne were being laid to rest after three hundred years delay.


  People thronged the small churchyard to its broad low moss-stained walls. From Seagate, from Keston, from all over the Wirral peninsula, and even from Liverpool and Chester they had come to witness this double funeral. Reporters, psychic investigators, university professors rubbed wet shoulders with fishermen, farmers, shop-keepers and local gentry.


  At the end, the very end when the last words of the service were said and it only remained for the gaping graves to be filled in, the vicar stood with uplifted hands.


  His somber gaze looked out over the crowd to tossing trees and lowering sky. His lined face, wet with rain, was worn and anxious.


  *


  Suddenly his voice rang out again, a cry from the heart of this shepherd of a stricken flock . . . “Deliver us, O Lord, from all assaults of the devil! In thine infinite mercy, protect and succor us! Stretch forth thy hand against this Thing of Darkness and set us free from fear! In the name of Him who died for us—Amen.”


  There was a murmurous response like water breaking on a distant shore. Then, slowly, silently, pelted by spiteful icy rain, the crowd dispersed.


  At the lich-gate Doctor Dick Thornton was pushed up against two people he wanted to avoid: Edith and Alec Kinloch. Alec’s heavy sallow face showed distinct traces of emotion. He looked quite appealingly at Doctor Dick.


  “‘Fraid I didn’t take all this quite seriously before,” he confessed. “I don’t understand what it’s all about, but—”


  Edith put a restraining hand on his arm. He was having one of his emotional moments, she could see. Heaven knew what he might say! Probably he would double his already absurdly generous offer of five pounds to the widow. What a blessing she could count on herself never to lose her head! Queer sort of service it had been. These villagers adored emotional orgies. Well, poor things, they must have some pleasure in their dull stupid lives. Clever of the vicar to stage such a good show for them. He knew how to cater for a rural diocese.


  To deflect her husband from possible weakness she turned to the young girl behind her.


  “Lynneth, this is Doctor Thornton. He’s a sort of uncle to all the fishermen of Seagate. Miss Lynneth Brey, Doctor Thornton. A connection of my husband’s. She’s going to spend a month or so with us—at Troon.”


  There, Edith thought, that’ll let him know right off that they’ve not succeeded in scaring us. Her tactics were wasted. The doctor didn’t even hear her. He was looking down into Lynneth’s uplifted rosy face. Black eyes, soft, sooty, heart-catching. Eyes made for tears and laughter and—oh, yes! he knew at once— made for love. He looked deep, deeper into them; young, radiant, kindled with recent deep emotion. Eyes to light a man’s path, to draw him on and up, above life’s dusty sordid clamor. Eyes that promised and withheld.


  Doctor Dick’s feet were treading air, his heart thumped with the beat-beat-beat of hooves on a hollow road, his head felt full of fizzy champagne. But no one guessed it. He heard his voice, it didn’t seem to surprise anyone, replying to the introduction. He waited with parted lips, eyes a clear tender blue, listening—listening for her voice.


  “Oh!” She considered him. A smile drew her lips in an adorable sideways quirk. “You make me feel homesick, although I’ve only been here a day. You speak like a Highlander.”


  “I am one. From Gairloch.”


  She put out a small hand to be enveloped in his close grip, and laughed in quick delight.


  “That’s my place. My own darling funny village. My mother’s birthplace. We’ve got a cottage there. D’you remember it— the one like a brown loaf at the head of Glen Ruach?”


  *


  They drifted from the church-gate, away down the twisting road. The crowd of people might have been blown wet leaves. The two Kinlochs, left behind, exchanged long glances.


  “Let ‘em go.” Alec took his wife’s arm. “Birds of a feather—eh? She and Pills can keep each other amused. Looks like a case to me. You won’t be bothered with her long.”


  “Really, Alec! There’s the garage—what on earth are you dragging me on for? I’m certainly not going to hang about for that silly girl. Going off with a man she’s just met, like that! She behaves like a child. No idea of appearances.”


  “What odds? Nobody’s going to notice a kid like that.”


  “Nonsense! She’s connected with us. D’you want him for a permanent relation?”


  “Why not? Get the girl off your hands while the going’s good. She and Pills would run a dispensary or a nursing-home and be too busy to interfere with us. This yearly visit’s beginning to pall.”


  She glanced shrewdly at him. “Something in that. And even if he’s queer, quite important people have taken him up. Come on, then. I’m perishing with cold. This sensed fuss! Seagate doesn’t seem to have altered since Troon House was first built.”


  They clambered into their car and splashed down the lane to their bungalow by the marshes.
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