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  Chapter One


  AT five minutes to seven the bell of St. Ethelburgas, Earls Court, began to ring for the morning service. Mr. Arthur Crook, awakened from
  delightful sleep by its deep-mouthed tolling, looked at the luminous watch on his wrist, and said heartily, May a thunderbolt from Heaven cut you down in your sins.


  Instantly the bell stopped.


  Mr. Crook listened for a moment, then glanced with some surprise at his watch. It was three minutes to seven.


  The fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much, quoted he with some satisfaction, and, lying down, he drew the blankets once more round his somnolent pot-bellied form.


  The Reverend Henry Fane, Vicar of St. Ethelburgas, rushed into church, as usual a minute or two behind time. He was a godly man, but he was followed, he asserted, by a
  familiar, whose duty it was to see that by no chance was he ever perfectly punctual. He could, he would say desperately, get up at six-thirty for an eight oclock service, and seven
  fifty-five would find him wildly brushing his hair or hunting for a handkerchief. It was not a case of sloth, but some form of demoniac possession.


  The server, a young errand-boy of sixteen, had arrived at six-fifty, by which time the congregation numbered two, that is, one less than usual at this hour. A glance showed him that these were
  old Miss Williams, who lived round the corner in a gaunt basement maisonette, and not quite so old Mrs. Mullins, who had rooms over the paper-shop. The missing member was the lady with the club
  foot and the shaking head. Every one knew that one day she would have yet another stroke, and that would carry her off. Mr. Fane used to say he hoped it wouldnt be at night, because, no
  matter how much he hurried, she would be sure to die before he arrived. Of course, he could send young Mr. Burton, the curate, but that wouldnt be the same thing from Miss Benyons
  point of view. She had made the Vicar promise two years ago that he would attend her death-bed and sing her requiem.


  It would be much more tuneful if you sang it, my dear fellow, Mr. Fane remarked to his colleague, but they never think of that.


  Perhaps the doctors will recommend a sea voyage, and shell die at sea, said Mr. Burton, a resourceful optimist, who could do all the things the laity expects of a curate,
  from wiring the parish room with additional electric light for amateur theatricals, to explaining to curious children the birth of kittens.


  Praps shes hopped it, thought Stanley, with callous incuriosity, setting out the vestments, the alb, the maniple, the stole, and the big red service book with
  the gold cross on the cover. He looked round for Ferris, the verger, but Ferris was nowhere to be seen. He had a way of disappearing into shadows that was a bit disconcerting, but you could set
  your watch by his ringing of the bell five minutes before the service was due to begin. This morning, as usual, it pealed out its call to the faithful, its reproach to the sluggards, but it seemed
  to Stanley that it didnt ring so long as usual.


  Old Ferris sleep-walking or something, he told himself. Vicars late again. Ah, well, they can say an extra prayer while theyre waiting.


  He fell to thinking of secular matters, and was aroused from his dreams by the sound of the church clock chiming the hour. This was the first time in his experience when this had not
  synchronised with the ceasing of the bell. So something had happened to make Ferris stop ringing a minute or two early. Not an important point, thought young Stanley, and then the Vicar came
  rushing up the church as though the bears were after him, and a minute after that the pair of them were sedately progressing through the chancel into the remote little Lady Chapel where two candles
  burned on the altar, and two old ladies crouched on continental prie-dieus.


  Mr. Fane arranged the office book on its stand, whispering to Stanley as he did so, Why did the bell stop so soon? That was wrong of Ferris, very wrong. I must speak to the fellow. Gives
  the impression I was really late. Too bad. Too bad.


  All the time he was saying the preparation he was thinking about Ferris; a queer, awkward fellow, never really grateful for the cigarettes the ladies of the congregation gave him at Christmas,
  but as a rule deadly efficient. Everything in the church could have been presented to the Recording Angel without notice if the Judgment Day had been suddenly proclaimed. But not happy, no, not
  happy. It was a pity. The world noticed things like that, and it prejudiced their view of church people, which was prejudiced enough anyway.


  The two old ladies made the responses so loudly, like bridge players bidding one against the other, that it sounded as though the chapel were quite full; and, moving to carry the missal from the
  epistle to the gospel side of the altar, Stanley was surprised to see that the congregation had been augmented by onenot the semi-paralytic Miss Benyon, but a mana most unusual sight
  at seven-ten on a week-day morningwho knelt at the foot of the church, his head in his hands, so still he might have been a model out of a shop window, except that the position was
  unconventional.


  Waiting to catch the Vicar and make a touch, Stanley decided. At sixteen he was already more experienced and more cynical than the man he was serving, despite the thirty-odd years
  between them. But when the time came to take the bag round he was surprised to find that the man had gone. He must have slipped away during the recitation of the Creed.


  Just balmy, Stanley told himself. Or praps hes gone straight to the Church House. But as it happened he hadnt. Hed just vanished.
  Afterwards, Stanley was to think a good deal about what, at the time, seemed an incident scarcely worth noticing.


  It was after the General Confession that the second queer thing happenedor you might almost say the third. First, the bell cut short, then the appearance of a man in the church, and now,
  during the Prayer of Consecration when the ringing of the Sanctus Bell should be followed instantly by a trifold-peal from the great bell of the church itself, absolute silence.


  Tiresome fellow, tiresome fellow, muttered Mr. Fane, hesitating long enough to let both old ladies know he anticipated that bell ringing, and then going on with the service. He
  must find some bolt-hole to escape from them both when the service was over, or theyd want to know what had happened; congregations all expect a vicar to be a walking encyclopdia, and
  vicars, being human, like to live up to this touching faith.


  Back in the vestry he said, ridding himself of his vestments, Ferris must be ill. Thats it. Ill. Poor chap. Gassed in the war, you know.


  Heard as much, agreed Stanley.


  Thats why the bell stopped so soon. Of course. Gone home, I expect. Mrs. Ferris is a nice woman, he added earnestly. Not a churchwoman, but a nice woman, and good to
  Ferris. She sends the child to Sunday-school, too. Hope its nothing bad, but probably not. Just one of his turns.


  Stanley was too much accustomed to hearing the Vicar ramble on to himself to pay any attention. Anyway, there wasnt much time. He wanted to slip out quickly before any suggestion was made
  about his staying and ringing the bell for the eight oclock service. He couldnt wait, and he knew there would be no server to-day for the eight. It wasnt so easy in a
  working-class parish, getting boys at that hour. Most of them had to get their breakfast and be at work by eight-thirty. As he came out of the church he remembered the man again, and threw a
  hurried glance round for him, but he wasnt anywhere to be seen, not on the seat in the porch or on the clergy house steps or in the street itself. He couldnt have been trying to make
  a touch after all, just one of these chaps who think its lucky to start a momentous day by a minute inside a church. Stanley had known men on their way to the races, with perhaps all their
  future depending on a couple of horses, popping in for a minute for a reason they couldnt have explained. Some relic of the old spirit-worship that impelled savages to offer sacrifices to
  wind and water and mountain for their own protection. Stanley knew there is still a lot of that kind of thing going on, knew much more about it than the Vicar actually.


  Mr. Fane waited as long as he dared, and then slipped out of the vestry very quietly indeed. He thought if he could just reach a seat by the statue of St. Ethelburga he could scramble down on to
  his knees before any one approached him, and stay on them till both old ladies had left the church. But as he had feared, Mrs. Mullins was too quick for him. She was actually standing beside the
  statue of the patron saint as he emerged.


  I hope nothings wrong, she said, the instant Mr. Fane appeared. I mean, the bell . . .


  Ferris, poor fellow, has had one of his turns, said the Vicar testily. By this time he really believed he had been told this. Most unfortunate, but really not a
  disasterexcept perhaps to Mrs. Ferris.


  Oh, yes, breathed Mrs. Mullins, enchanted by this little private interview. Such a pity she doesnt come to church.


  A nice woman, panted Mr. Fane, a very nice woman. He began to see points in being married. If he had a wife she might come bustling into church saying in an
  authoritative tone, Now, Arthur, the haddocks getting cold for the second time this week. In fact if he had a wife, hed train her to do it. It would be a huge relief;
  but then he reflected that he would have to bear with her in his house whenever he was in it and she might turn out a second Mrs. Mullins, so perhaps things were better as they were. At this moment
  he saw his young colleague come charging into the church, like a bull at a gate. Nobody could fail to notice his entry. Mrs. Mullins frowned.


  Dear me, she said. Quite a shock he gave me.


  The vicar instantly defended his assistant. The kingdom of Heaven suffereth violence and the violent take it by force, said he. Oh, Burton, and here at last did he
  contrive to shake off the widow, Ferris has been taken illone of his turns. Most unfortunate. Youll have to get your server to ring the bell for service.


  Wont be a server this morning, said Mr. Burton cheerfully. Never mind, wont matter for once. All got watches, and the pagans will be thankful not to be
  awakened.


  Here Mrs. Mullins thought she saw her opportunity. Perhaps I . . .


  The Vicar shuddered. No, no, he said weakly.


  Certainly not, said Burton. Out of the question. Physical impossibility. No idea of the weight of that bell. Not surprised if Ferris has had a turn. Probably be found
  clinging to the rope collapsed with heart failure one of these days. He brushed past them both and went into the vestry. Mrs. Mullins turned to watch him go. When she turned back, Mr. Fane
  had dropped on his knees in a pew and was reverently concealing his eyes with his hand. She drew a long sigh and went out.


  Youre late, Stan boy, said an anxious and affectionate Mrs. Hope as her son dashed in.


  Ferris has had one of his turns. I had to stay and put things ready for the eight oclock. No server.


  Im not surprised, said Mrs. Hope, who was like Mrs. Ferris in that she didnt trouble the church much. All these antics . . . They dont think the boys
  have to work, not sit at home reading half the day and driving out in their little cars to see old ladies the other half. She dumped a plate of bacon and eggs before her son. Now
  dont eat at that rate or youll scorch the lining of your stomach.


  Cant be late, said Stanley, swallowing hard. Theres a chance old Potiphar will give me that counter job in the summer if I dont break my record.
  Thatll mean a rise. Why, one of these days I might own the shop.


  Go on, said his mother fondly. Youll be doing better than that.


  What dyer mean? He was so much surprised that he spoke with his mouth full.


  Have a whole chain of shops, I shouldnt wonder. Here, have another cup of tea. Whats wrong with Ferris?


  Another of his turns. Wasnt there to ring the bell.


  Let Mr. Fane ring it himself for once.


  Hes a good man, the Vicar, said Stanley, suddenly very grave. Spends half the night in the hospitals with the down and outs and the dying. Depressing, I should
  think.


  Oh, well, said Mrs. Hope vaguely. Its what es paid for, when alls said and done. Ready? Now take care of yourself. Dont go cutting capers
  in the High Street with that young chap from Blankleys. I dont want you brought ome on a stretcher, even though it might be a appy release for is ma.


  Her son gave her a hurried, if affectionate, kiss, and tore out of the house. Thats the way it was, thought Mrs. Hope, sitting down to enjoy a leisurely cup of tea and the Daily
  Mirror. Lovely the Queen looked in that new hat, Mrs. Hope put her head on one side. Wonder ow that shape ud suit me. But there, my air . . . She put up a careful hand and
  felt the minute billiard-ball on the nape of her neck. Cant all look like royalty, she said. Coo, eres a picture of the chap that murdered those three girls in bed. Funny face
  es got. Wouldnt like to find myself alone in the dark with im. Queer. It reminds me of someone. Wonder oo . . .? I know. Ferris. Well, thats funny. Wonder
  if Mrs. F. as seen it. Wonder if she ever thinks of that. Es a strange fellow. War, of course. Ah, the wars got a lot to answer for. She turned to Dorothy Dixs
  columns. I have just discovered that my father is not really my father, though I was born in wedlock. Should I tell my future husband? Not much sense, some people. You didnt
  ave to be married long before you realised the less you told usbands the better. She turned the page. Picture of a kitten nestling up to a sheep. Sweet that was . . . Wonder what
  really is the truth about Ferris. Funny mad look e as sometimes.


  The clock struck nine, and she leapt up, bundling the paper away and clearing the table. Shed promised to oblige Mrs. Wilson at ten, and here she was getting all maudlin about kittens and
  sheep. As for Ferris, she dismissed him from her mind.





  Chapter Two


  MRS. FERRIS and the boy, Bertie, had been home to her people at Dainton for the day. Two days earlier, Ferris had said, putting
  some silver on the table, You look tired, May. Why dont you take the boy home for the day, to-morrow?


  Well, I cant, not to-morrow, said Mrs. Ferris, Because hes going to tea with young Georgie. But the next day would be a treat. Sure you can manage it,
  Willie?


  Itll do you good, said Ferris. The towns no place for weather like this.


  Well go on the first train and have a whole day there, said Mrs. Ferris eagerly. Ill leave your meals ready and you wont mind if we dont come
  back till late.


  Wait till the last train, advised her husband. He had a keen, alert face, whose expression never seemed the same for two hours together. He gave the impression of seeing rather
  more than most people and not liking a good deal of what he saw. Mrs. Ferris had learned not to ask questions. There was a good deal of her husbands history that was a secret from her, and
  she didnt probe. Those years of the war, and afterwards, when he went up and down the length and breadth of the country looking for work at a living wage, and finding that the lucky ones
  were those who slept in Flanders; she had always suspected a tragedy of sorts then, perhaps even, though she wouldnt say the words even to herself, prison experience. There was a closed look
  about Willies face when he spoke of those years, which wasnt often. His wife loved him, but she found living with him a considerable strain. It had been a relief when, after six
  years, during which she gave birth to a still-born girl, the boy Bertie was born. Bertie was the apple of her eye. She felt she could forgive Willie anything for giving her Bertie.


  They were up at dawn and reached the station in time for the first train, which went at seven-thirty.


  You dont want to waste time, do you? the ticket-collector grinned at her.


  Dont get holidays every day, she told him, going on to the grey platform and looking eagerly into the empty distance whence the train would soon come.


  She and Bertie chattered eagerly all the way down. They were met at the station by Mays married sister, and three of her five children. Bertie looked small next to this country-bred
  brood, but he was muscular and could hold his own in their games. Moreover, he had a cockney sharpness that they lacked.


  Hows Willie? her sister asked her, and Mays gay face sobered.


  Oh, the same. You know, Elsie, now up, now down. Sometimes, I wonder what it is he sees when he seems to be staring at nothing. It gives me the creeps.


  Never talks, does he?


  Not to me. I dont know that I want him to. Theres some things best not said.


  They were silent a moment, both remembering Mays early childhood, the long quiet days at the farm, evening light over the fields, the big room with its lamps and candles, her courtship by
  a local farmer, her sudden announcement that she was going to marry a stranger, a fellow they knew nothing about, and was going with him to London. Theyd all tried to dissuade her, but May
  had been like someone under a spell. She had gone off with this handsome, irritable young man, and for a long time they had heard nothing of her. Elsie was afraid of London. She didnt want
  to live in a big town; she felt it would have been better for May if she had stayed where she was born. But now, when she said something about London being like living in a maze, May said,
  Its no good, Elsie. Its your luck. You cant go against it. Willie was mine. I dont always understand him, but then thats natural . . . She meant
  because he was of a different social class. She had never met any of her husbands people, but she knew he had been to a public school, and left very young to go to the war. Between the
  Armistice and the year that she had met him, that is, in 1925, and married him six weeks later, something had happened to separate him from his own kind. He told her he had no relations living,
  none he ever wanted to see, he meant, and she asked no questions. She had always been a little timid of him, even when she loved him most. She loved him still with a kind of dumb trustfulness, but
  her timidity had increased.


  Got the same job? Elsie asked.


  Oh, yes.


  Seems queer work for a man. Looking after the inside of a church. More what youd expect of a woman.


  It suits Willie. Gives him time to think, I suppose, and it ud be a heavy job for a woman. Its a huge place, not a bit like the chapel here. Any time hes got to
  spare, he potters about in that little bit of a yard theyve got, making things grow. Mad about growing things, and getting madder as he gets older. Why, do you know, I once caught him
  smacking Berties bottom something shocking, because the little feller had pulled off some of his precious flower-heads to play with.


  You ought to be in the country, repeated Elsie. You could pull off a trayful and no one would notice.


  May loved her husband, but that day in the country filled her with bitter-sweet memories. She wished she could stay for a week instead of a day. Perhaps one day Willie would manage for himself.
  Or if only he had a sister or someone who would come and do things. Only probably shed think the way they lived was common, three rooms in the basement, though she did keep them so clean you
  could eat off the floor. They caught the last train back to London and didnt arrive back till nearly half-past nine. To her surprise the flat was in darkness; that wasnt like Willie
  who was a solitary soul and spent most evenings at home. They didnt go to the pictures much because she didnt like leaving Bertie, and any way the pictures generally seemed to have
  something about the war in them, and she hated it when the lights slowly came on again and she saw Willies face, greenish-white, his eyes haunted. She couldnt think why they
  didnt put on more jolly picturesCicely Courtneidge and that comical husband of hers. She hated the Marx Brothers ever since she had seen Willies eyes after one of their shows
  when theyd pretended to be mad. Hed got up and shoved past her and walked out of the place as if she wasnt there. She decided it must be one of the nights when there was a
  festival of some sort on, when they had a service at eight-fifteen instead of a plain evensong at six. They had a procession and lights and singing and a sermon and she couldnt have told you
  what, only that it might go on till half-past nine, and then Willie had to wait till the last devout old dame had hoisted herself off her knees and toddled away to her own home, when he could lock
  the church and come back to her. They lived quite near the church and she thought, in one of those rushes of affection that she could experience for him, twelve years after marriage, that
  shed go down and meet him and they could walk back together. She never went inside the church, but she would wait at the corner; she would have known his walk, his carriage, in a
  thousand.


  When she got to the corner, the church was all in darkness. Not a gleam of light anywhere. She walked cautiously up to the outer door, which swung open under her touch. The interior of the
  building was unfamiliar to her and she was startled when her bare hand suddenly encountered the yielding surface of water.


  Didnt know they washed here, she reflected, shaking the drops from her fingers.


  A moment later she felt an electric switch and pressed it. A little light sprang up over the font. The church looked dreary enough for an army of ghosts, seen in that wan glow. Very dark up at
  the East end, shadowy everywhere else. There might be some creature praying somewhere in a corner, but surely any one would want light. No, they must all have gone home. Her eye fell on a service
  list, framed in oak, near the switch and she stooped nearer. She was wrong about the service; there hadnt been one after all. Just the usual at six. That made it all the queerer that the
  church shouldnt be locked. Willie was always so careful. She fumbled her way out of the building again; she wouldnt have spent a night there for a hundred pounds. It was pleasant to
  see the lights in windows and in the little tobacconists at the corner; she hurried forward gratefully. Where on earth could Willie be? Probably gone round to the Bird in Hand to get a bit of
  company. It wouldnt be above a quarter to ten; that meant fifteen minutes to closing time. Shed just pop back and make sure Bertie was all right, and then shed walk slowly down
  towards the public house. She wouldnt go in, of course; plenty of women did and they said nowadays the bars were comfortable enough and sufficiently respectable for any wife, but May clung
  to the beliefs of her childhood. Her father had taken a strap to Elsie when she was sixteen for going into a bar with one of the local boys. A stern man; Willie sometimes reminded her of him. She
  would walk up and down the end of the street waiting for him. If he had friends with him she could just melt into the darkness, but if, as she anticipated, he was alone shed slip her arm
  into his and theyd stroll back together. The day in the country had filled her with tenderness towards him; it was strange how country sights and airs took all the bitterness and dread out
  of your heart. Probably it was feeling yourself in the heart of processes instituted by nature instead of the whirring machinery invented by men. Anyway, there it was. She went back to the basement
  flat and peeped in on Bertie, who was sleeping rosily. She came out again, shivering a little in the night air. A neighbours clock struck ten as she reached the street. Hed be back
  any minute now.


  There was a small crowd gathered outside the Bird in Hand. Quite a sober crowd, though. Nothing to fear from them. Some of the publicsthe Red Marquis, for instancewas a scandal.
  Drunks howling under the windows for half an hour or more after closing time. This crowd dispersed in an orderly manner, going their various ways. A few came in her direction, but Willie
  wasnt among them. She pretended to be occupied in something as they came by, but she neednt have worried. No one paid any attention to her. After they had gone past, she wanted to
  rush after them and find out if theyd seen him. A cold fear began to sap her courage. If he hadnt been at the Bird in Hand what had happened to him? There were other publics,
  certainly, but none that he frequented.


  Im working myself into a fever for nothing, she told herself. Most likely hes home by this time, and none too pleased to find me out.


  She began to hurry; fear informed her limbs; she seemed to be making tremendous strides and still the road stretched dark and impenetrable ahead of her. Her fears for her husband were
  strengthened by attendant fears about the child. You read such appalling stories in the papers these days; she oughtnt to have gone out. By the time she reached the flat she was drenched
  with perspiration despite the chilliness of the night. She hurried down the steps, her key in her hand. There wasnt a light anywhere; Bertie was still asleep. Except for him the flat was as
  empty as a void.


  She did not go out again; she didnt know where to go, and she felt it would be best to remain where Willie would find her. The clock in the kitchen crept round from ten to eleven and from
  eleven to twelve, and still he hadnt come. She thought of informing the police, but the thought of Willies rage if he came back and found out deterred her. She had only seen him angry
  once or twice in all their life together, but each time she felt, as she put it, as though she would die on her feet. She sat perfectly still, like a woman turned to stone, listening to the
  occasional footfall that went past her window; she had not drawn the curtains and sometimes a light flashed into her room, and once the feet stopped at the gate, and her heart began to beat as
  though she were once again the young girl on her wedding night, hearing her husbands hand at the door. Then the steps went on again. It was only some fellow pausing to light a cigarette. She
  resumed her watch. Once Bertie stirred in his sleep and she went in and put the covers over him, and said, Hush, dont make a noise, youll wake Daddy, and watched him
  settle back to slumber. Then she came back and waited. Her whole body was sick with fright. She thought of this incident and that in their years together; she wondered if he had suddenly come to
  the end of hope and strength and made an end of things; she loved him, but she knew he was not really a happy man. Even Bertie wasnt really important to him; he lived in his own world, only
  opening the door and coming in to her in patches. What went on in his individual world she had no notion.


  The stars went out and the sky was green with dawn. She opened the door that had not been bolted all night and stood looking at the queer, livid sky. The sparrows were about already; a grey cat
  crawled like a furry eel along a fence and disappeared into a basement; from the dairy at the corner she heard the distant rumble of churns. A motor van went by; she saw the name painted on the
  side. One of the big shops going to Covent Garden almost before it was light. She thought, If there isnt a letter in the morning, itll have to be the police. I cant help
  it. Ive got to know.


  She shut the door and going back to the kitchen put on a kettle and made tea. Good black tea, thick with sugar; it warmed her, and moving cautiously she began to sweep out the hearth; if he did
  come in suddenly it would hearten him to see a fire going and tea ready. When she opened the cupboard, she realised that he hadnt touched any of the food she had left for him. So he
  hadnt been back all day.


  Its come, she muttered dully, standing there with the little hot-pot she had prepared in its casserole. I always knew something ud get him in the end,
  something I couldnt help, and now its come, and I dont know what it is.


  That amazed her; she simply couldnt accept it. Here she was, one flesh with her husband, and he was only Heaven knew where, and she could do nothing.


  Ill go to the police after the post comes in, she said. Come what may, Ill go to them.


  She slept for a little, her head on her arms on the kitchen table; slept, with mutterings and little stifled cries that reached the child in his bedroom so that he woke and called for her. She
  heard his voice even through the mists of sleep and went in to comfort him.


  You havent been to bed, he accused her.


  Ive been up lighting the fire, because Daddy had to go out and hell like seeing it all bright when he comes back again. Now go to sleep or youll be so tired you
  wont be able to tell him about your day at the farm.


  She stayed by his bed for a little, soothing him. He soon dropped off, easily satisfied by her explanations, and she changed her dress and washed her face, and stared at her pale cheeks and the
  dark marks under her eyes. Not much of a face to come back to, she thought.


  She didnt go to the police after all. The police came to her. They arrived before the post, before any church bell had rung, though the clock said seven-twenty and the bell should have
  sounded nearly half an hour ago. Their representative was a stolid young constable, newly drafted to the district. He said in a voice like wood, Mrs. Ferris? Youre wanted.
  Theres been an accident.


  My husband? Her face was paper-white.


  Im afraid so. Can you come?


  Let me go upstairs and speak to the woman on the ground floor. You see, theres my little boy.


  Mrs. Bennett was already awake to the fact that they had police in the basement; she was excited and hopeful. She always had thought there was something funny, she told her husband. Then May
  knocked and proffered her request about Bertie and Mrs. Bennett said in her bright, common voice, Of course Ill look after the little chap, Mrs. Ferris. An accident? Thats too
  bad. You go right along. Dont you worry about Bertie.


  May put on her hat with fingers that shook, explained to the now-awakened Bertie that something had happened to Daddy, and shed got to go back and bring him home, and set out with the
  policeman.


  What is it? she asked with all the composure she could muster. Most likely the river, she was thinking.


  A sort of accident. They found him in the vestry, he added.


  May just suppressed a cry. In the vestry. Then he must have been there when she was in the church last night. She was within a stones throw of him and shed walked out and left him
  in the dark.


  Is hemuch hurt? she heard herself ask.


  The doctors there, said the constable awkwardly.


  You meanhes dead.


  The constable mumbled something unintelligible. May understood. Her heart lifted a little. It was awful, of course, and would be worse when she could accept the implications of the tragedy; but
  at least he hadnt done it himself. It was heart. Then another appalling thought struck her. Perhaps it wasnt an accident. After all, a good thick rope offered a fine weapon for
  self-destruction. She said, How did they find him?


  They went to ring the bell for morning service and there he was, all tangled up in the rope. He blurted out the words as if they half-choked him. Mays heart seemed to die in
  her breast. So he had done it after all. She and Bertie hadnt been enough, with all their love, to defend him from those horrors that haunted him. She said nothing. Just walked a little
  crookedly for a minute.


  The doctor was waiting at the door of the church. In defiance of the clergy he had curtly refused admission to all would-be worshippers. For one morning, he insisted, they could pray in their
  own homes. There was a clergyman there, a stranger, who had come up to preach for a special festival and who had requested the privilege of officiating at the seven oclock service. He looked
  thin and shaken, standing there in his long shabby cassock with a sort of rope wound three times round his waist. The doctor said, sharply, Youre the wife? and she nodded.


  Where is he, sir?


  In the vestry. Youll have to identify him. Think you can do it?


  I can do it, sir. Her voice was quite composed now. She walked across the church through the door into the vergers vestry as it was called. She heard the priest saying,
  It was most unusual having a separate vestry. Mostly the bell rope hangs down beside the font and the accident would have been discovered at once. She turned her anguished eyes on the
  doctor.


  How long?


  About twenty-four hours, so near as I can judge. Thats only approximate, of course.


  She went through the door and bent over the recumbent figure. Someone had reverently covered the face.


  Im afraid, said the doctor, it may be rather a shock. Youve never seen any one die a violent death?


  Violent? I didnt know . . .


  Its murder, said the doctor gently. Weve found a knife . . . She felt his strong kind pressure on her arm. The priest had come in with them, and was
  hovering uncomfortably in the background. The doctor lifted the handkerchief and she nerved herself to look. The next minute she had turned, on the verge of hysterics, and was clutching the
  doctors arm.


  But thats not Willie, she said. Thats not my husband at all. Ive never seen this man in all my life.
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