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Introduction

   “This has come straight from the murderer, don’t you realize that? Hot from his bloody hand. Don’t stand there dithering, man. Don’t you realize you hold the key to everything? All unwitting, you’ve stumbled on the villain’s secret! Quick, quick, what is it you’ve seen, heard, felt, smelled, dreamed?”


   Christian Peascod in At the Sign of the Clove and Hoof

   At the Sign of the Clove and Hoof was first issued in 1937 by British publisher Geoffrey Bles, who had a reputation for spotting new talent. It was author Zoë Johnson’s first book and gathered good reviews: the Evening News cited “an admirably complicated but clear plot, with first-class characters”. Truth magazine devoted a lengthy review to the novel, highlighting its “clever character drawing and good atmosphere”, summarizing the book as “a first-rate detective yarn, with thrills and excitement throughout” and naming Zoë Johnson as a new author to be reckoned with. Johnson followed with a second detective novel, Mourning After, in 1939, that also garnered favourable reviews. But like other Golden Age of Detection examples, she stopped writing novels and the books fell out of print and were forgotten.

   In 2021, vintage crime historian John Norris discovered the book and gave it a glowing review in his Pretty Sinister blog, praising the novel for its offbeat sense of humour and colourful characters, a world of “kooks, oddballs and eccentrics galore”. He applauded the way Johnson “dared to flout the tacit and written rules of detective fiction and come up with a solution that defies all those conventions”. Interested in seeing the book back in print, John went looking for biographical information on Zoë Johnson and initially found nothing, which suggested the name might be a pseudonym. The book’s largely male cast of characters, hard-edged satirical humour, emphasis on men gathering in a local pub and knowledge about the life of a fisherman seemed likely to be the work of a man, and there were other male writers published by Geoffrey Bles with similar styles who used nom de plumes. However, further digging revealed an online update to Allen J. Hubin’s Crime Fiction, 1749–1980: A Comprehensive Bibliography that referenced the possible author (with caveats) as Zoë Grey Johnson (1913–92).

   At this point John passed the baton and we took up the hunt for Ms. Johnson. Mining the publisher records was not fruitful: Geoffrey Bles had sold to William Collins & Co. in 1953, and they in turn were eventually absorbed into the behemoth HarperCollins—the available archives did not contain any reference to a Zoë Johnson. We then went down the genealogical rabbit hole and made the mistake of doubting Hubin’s reference to the middle name Grey, thinking it must be one of several options. And surely that Zoë was a bit young for such an accomplished first effort? Dear Reader, we paid for that hubris—research on Ancestry.com revealed nine potential Zoë Johnsons whose age and location made them the possible author. Searching the databases became an evening pastime and ever so slowly the list condensed. (One candidate looked particularly promising until we found the record of admission to a religious order in 1937, which made her unlikely to be writing novels with “clove and hoof” in the title.) Eventually the real author was found: Zoë (née Grey Turner) Johnson. Hubin had the correct name (or at least part of it) from the start.

   Zoë Grey Turner was born on 24 April 1914 in Northumberland, England. Her father, George, was a distinguished surgeon (after whom ‘Grey Turner’s sign’, a rare form of abdominal bruising, is named). Initially, she was educated at home by a series of French, German, Italian and Spanish-speaking governesses. She was then sent to a boarding school, Queen Ethelburga’s in Harrogate. From there, she went to St. Hugh’s College, University of Oxford, which she attended between 1932 and 1935, graduating with a degree in Modern Languages. She married Vernon Johnson (a contemporary of hers at Oxford) on 28 September 1939, so technically “Zoë Johnson” was a pseudonym for her first book and perhaps for her second as well, depending on its date of publication. At the time of her marriage, she was living at Rycote Park, Milton Common, Oxford, and her marriage certificate listed her profession as author. After the Second World War, the couple moved to St. Austell, Cornwall, and by all accounts lived a quiet life. Vernon died in 1987 and Zoë died on 19 October 1992.

   Moonstone Press is delighted to reissue At the Sign of the Clove and Hoof for new audiences to enjoy.
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First Death and Second Death

   “And so, in conclusion, I would urge those of you whose faith has been so lukewarm in the past as not to play a prominent, nay, a paramount rôle in the life of every day, to turn afresh and lift…”

   The Vicar of Larcombe always read his sermons, but as a concession to such members of his flock as looked for more spontaneity and direct inspiration in his teaching, he was in the habit of raising his eyes from his book at intervals of about three minutes, to show that his congregation was not entirely out of his mind. At the word “lift,” he shot one of his customary glances into the body of the little church and in doing so, his eye, his watery eye, took on an expression of, at once, great surprise and indignation; surprise that there should be a stranger present and indignation that the stranger should be asleep.

   In the second pew from the back was a man; a very big, broad man with a square, pink face; he was wearing a dirty raincoat and his face was happy as he slumbered.

   The Vicar frowned and proceeded, “… your faces to the Lord, seeking the Light.”

   The choirboys hurriedly stopped their Noughts and Crosses. With a sharp click of her false teeth, Mrs. Busby the butcher’s wife shut her mouth which she invariably kept open throughout the sermon, and nudged her husband for no reason at all. Under the schoolmistress’s inexpert, podgy fingers the ancient organ gave its preliminary cough and set about wheezing the final hymn.

   As the Vicar stepped down from the pulpit, the whole church seemed to rustle in anticipation, and it was this rustle that woke the sleeper in the second pew from the back. Evensong was at an end. The handful of glum worshippers, uncomfortable in their Sunday starch and polish, shuffled out with whispering and creaking into the bleak September drizzle.

   The little vestry of Holy Trinity was ill-lit and cold and damp, and it reeked of the carbolic soap which Mrs. Fitzroy lavished on its bare boards. With his mind on the remaining blank spaces in Torquemada’s Cross-Word Puzzle and the outstanding half of a bottle of whiskey, the Rev. Ernest Pratt swiftly unvested and hurried out into the rain. But a little old man with the voice and cheeks of a child was waiting for him; it was Sam Bowle; he doffed his hat and said, “Beg pardon, sir, I was wondering if you could spare a minute for our poor Dick. He thinks he’s going to die and he wants to see you bad. Would you mind, sir?”

   The Vicar made very little effort to conceal his disappointment. “Is it as serious as all that?”

   “Well, you can’t rightly say, sir, with our Dick being like what he is. Dr. Girdwood has been saying he might pop off any minute for these last three years. But he wants to see you bad, sir; he does, indeed, sir.”

   “Oh, very well.” The Vicar pulled his blue raincoat tightly round his throat, pushed the brim of his clerical pork-pie low over his eyes, and strode off down the hill, his trouser-legs flapping, his shoulders hunched, while poor Sam, almost at a trot, tried to keep up with him and to draw him out with talk of Alan Charnock’s new boat and the forthcoming marriage of his own cousin Lil at Setterham. But the Rev. Pratt maintained an ungracious silence all the way down the hill and seemed to find solace only in squinting down the long length of his rheumy nose.

   Before his unfortunate illness, the invalid Dick Bowle had been remarkable in Larcombe for two things; the excellence of his private blends of tobacco (especially his justly-popular “Rich and Strong” at 6½d.) and his extreme sensitiveness as to the baldness that had come upon him with such suddenness. For his seven hairless years he had worn a bowler hat every minute of the day; there were rumours, even then, that he wore it in bed—but now that he was bedridden, Larcombe knew that it was so. Practically everyone in the village had been to visit him at some time or other, and they had seen it, this ripe old bowler perched on his long, flat head, and they were, in a way, proud of their tobacconist who had thus distinguished himself. The clergyman frowned and pursed his lips as he came into the sickroom. Old Dick was sitting propped up against soiled pillows on his crude, brass-knobbed bedstead and wearing a seaman’s blue sweater for a bed-jacket; between his teeth was a short-stemmed clay and the air was blue with the smoke of thick-twist; the patchwork quilt was littered with sheets of a sporting, sensational Sunday newspaper. The old man removed his clay and waggled it in welcome, indicating a rush-bottomed chair from which brother Sam hastened to remove a teapot and a tin of sardines. Pratt sat down on the very edge of this chair, locked his fingers together and cracked his knuckle-joints.

   He always performed his visiting-duties perfunctorily and unsympathetically, and he ministered to the incongruous Dick with especially bad grace. This time, however, he was shaken out of his uninterested mumbling.

   “Did you notice that big, red-faced man in church to-day, sir?” enquired Sam during a lull in the Vicar’s drone.

   “Yes, I did. The wretched fellow was asleep. Who is he?”

   “I dunno proper,” replied the tobacconist’s brother. “He only come this morning. But they were saying at the Cloven that he were a detective from London.”

   If Sam had announced that the Vicarage was on fire, he could not have surprised and distressed the clergyman more. For a moment, Pratt sank back on his chair without saying anything, his watery eyes dilating and his thin, knobbly throat giving out pitiful clucking sounds. Then he got to his feet and muttering something about a letter to get to the post, shot out of the house. A very surprised Sam watched him round the quay and set off up the hill towards the Vicarage, half walking, half running.

   Sam went back to the bedroom.

   “I never could abide that man,” he said.

   Old Dick cackled. “Now, now, you mustn’t be saying these things. He’s a minister, ain’t he? Ministers, I reckon, is not like other folk. Ministers ’as their own ways of doing. And I must say, Sam boy, yon’s done me a power of good. Yes.”

   “You’m be a bit better then?”

   “Surely. Them Bible-things is fine stuff.”

   Dick’s clay was drawing again and he reached for a sheet of his newspaper. But his brother shook his head.

   “He’s a crabbid old bouncer. I’ve always said so and I always will. What’s he want to go galumping off for like that?”

   “Brew a cup o’ tea, Sam boy,” said Dick, deep in the report of a divorce case.

   At this time, so early in the evening, things were pretty quiet at the Clove and Hoof, but the six or seven who were in the Bar at the front were having their money’s worth and no mistake. The big man in the dirty raincoat came up for breath from the depths of his pot and repeated for the third time in a quarter of an hour: “I can’t tell you nothing definite about my business here.”

   Then he peered closely and fiercely at his audience, one by one, so that they started, even the immovable Bert Yeo behind the bar, and gulped their cider in concert.

   “But if any of you knows of anything suspicious that’s going on round here, or has been going on, you’d best tell me. If you don’t—”

   He said no more, but ordered another pint instead.

   There was a silence and then everyone started talking at once.

   “Horrel, up to Corfield, he’s lost three sheep and a heifer.”

   “My boy Joe found a skull in the sand.”

   “There’s been lights on the Head more than once in the middle of the night.”

   “There used to be a woman as they say had the Eye—good with the warts she was, too.”

   “One at a time, one at a time!” shouted the big man, taking out a notebook. “Now then,” he said in his Cockney voice, “let’s have it systematic. Now who was it as said they found a skull?”

   Sam, the Lobster Man, was shaping up for a reply when the Bar’s attention was taken by the sound of hurrying footsteps on the road outside. Alan Charnock was sitting by the window and he peered out into the dusk.

   “’Tis the Vicar,” he said, “and he’s going like he had wind under his tail.”

   “What’s his hurry, then?” enquired the landlord. “If he runs up the hill like that once or twice, he’ll be popping.”

   “He takes too much spirit, does he,” said Sam the Lobster Man.

   “Drinks whiskey for pastime,” grunted a farm-hand from up the valley.

   But they were all much more interested in the detective than in their Vicar and they turned to him once more, only to find to their quick surprise that he was hurriedly draining his pot. He replaced his notebook, muttered a “Good night all” and bustled from the room, buttoning up his coat as he went.

   The men in the Bar looked at one another. Alan Charnock gave a low whistle of incredulity. They crowded to the door. They looked up the road, and sure enough, the detective was taking the hill to the Vicarage. They came back slowly, like a puzzled jury returning to the box: some rubbed their ears, some shook their heads, some licked their lips and ordered more cider, all talked.

   “The Vicar!”

   “I knew’d all along!”

   “The Vicar!”

   “He’s emptied yon Church of decent folk!”

   “The Vicar!”

   “Handcuffs—I saw ’em with me own eyes!”

   “The Vicar!”

   “I never could abide that man!”

   “The Vicar!”

   “The Church funds!”

   “What’s he done?”

   “What can he have done?”

   “The VICAR!!!”

   The Clove and Hoof was filling up now, and there’d never been such a hubbub over one topic since 1918. Surprisingly enough, Bert Yeo was the only man who had no theory to offer and nothing to say; he served the drinks dully, not at all like his usual effervescent self; he wore a puzzled frown and his eye was constantly on the door.

   The Vicar was so preoccupied as he hurried up the hill that he never noticed the footsteps behind him until he came to the absolute quiet of the little stretch of road separating the Vicarage from the last cottage in Larcombe. But before he turned round to look, he knew very well who was following him. It was almost dark by this time, but there was no mistaking the looming bulk of the big man with the square, pink face. If he had dared, Ernest Pratt would have run the rest of the way to his house; but he did not dare.

   His housekeeper let him in, and he nearly knocked her down as he brushed past her to collapse in an arm-chair. He looked half-crazed as he sat there under the suspense of listening for a slow crunching on the gravel-drive; but the dead silence remained unbroken except for the heavy, indignant breathing of Mrs. Fitzroy whose ear was glued to the study door.

   After a time, he went up to a bedroom giving on to the road and cautiously looked out; for about ten minutes he stood by the window becoming less and less hysterical, for there was no movement of any kind down below. Then suddenly a match flared out in the dark, lighting up a face that was both pink and square. The Stranger lit his pipe and made himself as comfortable as possible with his back to a stout tree; seemingly he was settling down to a long vigil. But judging by the lack of interest in his face and in his bearing and by the number of times he unguardedly struck matches for his pipe, his heart was not in his work.

   The Vicar left his evening meal untouched; the slippers by the study fire got warmer and warmer, but he stuck to his damp, black boots. “16 Down” in Torquemada, “Soil a basket-swing with Neapolitan quartz for a pettifogging fustilarian,” remained unsolved, though earlier in the day he had had glimmerings of what the twister was up to. Only the whiskey received its due and customary attention.

   Every quarter of an hour or so, he creaked upstairs to the front bedroom and looked out into the road. Sometimes a match was struck almost at once, sometimes he had to wait quite a long time for it; but sooner or later the Stranger’s pipe would go out and require re-lighting.

   About midnight, Pratt unlocked a little drawer at the back of his desk, took out some papers and after some hesitation, threw them on the fire without reading them. He knelt down in the hearth to see to it that each sheet burned properly, and though he was very close to the fire, he was shivering. When the papers were charred, he raked the ashes with the poker. Getting to his feet, he locked his fingers together, cracked his knuckle-joints and looked about him. His study was neat and clean; even the books on the many shelves were clean, but it was due to his fanatically tidy housekeeper that they were not laden with dust: it was not due to him, for he never read books other than books of reference for his cross-words. There was a pile of Parish Magazines on a side-table. There was an unlovely engraving of Keble College over the mantelpiece. There was an empty soda syphon, a whiskey bottle and a tumbler on a tray by the leather arm-chair. There was an aspidistra on a stand by the window. There was a brown stain, strangely like a map of Australia, on the ceiling. The Rev. Ernest Pratt looked about him and cracked his knuckle-joints. He was still shivering.

   It was about this time that the Stranger left his post after striking the last of a full box of matches. He was cold, but he seemed not unhappy as he strolled down towards the village, for he was humming a little tune to himself. The wind was freshening from the West.

   Larcombe awoke on the Monday morning fully expecting to find its Vicar in chains. Instead, it found him dead.

   The driver of the early mail-van coming along the Setterham road had stopped to investigate the matter of a small car, stationary, abandoned and with its front wheels within a few feet of the unguarded edge of the cliff. Suspecting an accident of some kind, he had looked down over the edge and sure enough, he had been able to make out a crumpled black heap on the rocks far below. He had rasped the stubble on his chin with one hand and pushed back his peaked cap from his forehead with the other while he debated with himself whether or not he should try and climb down to the sea without further delay. But he did not climb down to the sea: he returned to his car and drove as fast as his cautious nature would permit down into Larcombe.

   A quarter of an hour later he was telling his tale to Police Constable Jack Marsden in the latter’s whitewashed, green-tiled cottage.

   “And I’m damned if I don’t think it’s a man or summat,” he said.

   Jack, who was in the middle of his breakfast, fastened the last button of his tunic and helped himself to a final gulp of thick tea.

   “Eh?” he squeaked in his inquisitive falsetto. “A man or summat? Thank you, Alf, I’m much obliged.”

   Jack Marsden was not stolid, nor was he fat or lazy or supercilious towards his fellow-bumpkins. He was thin and scraggy and big-eyed; something of an acrobat and tap-dancer; and had he not suffered from heartburn, brought on, as any Harley Street man could have told him, by his inveterate habit of bolting his food and drinking too much stewed tea, he would have been very happy in his work, which was chiefly concerned with dog licences and the helping home of drunken men on Saturday nights.

   Knowing that the bottom of Crale Cliff was difficult of access from the road and knowing that the tide was right for putting a boat out, he very properly commandeered Alan Charnock’s new craft and gave the owner orders to let her go flat out.

   There was something rather fine about him as he crouched in the prow of the Daisy, shading his eyes with his hand, the better, as he thought, to make out the car at the top of Crale Cliff. He was like a dyspeptic, but none the less eager greyhound. Tragedy was a bit of all right.

   The crumpled black heap on the rocks was a man sure enough. More, it was the Vicar.

   The enthusiastic light in Marsden’s eye dimmed when he drew near to the broken conglomeration of protruding bones, clerical grey and blood, but it returned for a moment when he looked up the cliff…

   “Poor old Vicar,” he was murmuring. “Poor old chap. Fancy a thing like that happening to him, just fancy.” And then his voice rose even beyond its customary shrillness as he turned to Charnock who was looking uneasy and vaguely sick. “Hey, Alan, wait a minute though. He—he couldn’t have fallen out of that there car, could he? Could he hell though. What’s all this? Not the Vicar, surely! A clergyman wouldn’t chuck himself over, would he? Surely not?”

   Charnock, who was a shy youngish man with ginger hair, was looking uneasier than ever. “It’s a proper mess,” he said.

   Jack pulled out his notebook and pencil for want of something better to do, but he could think of nothing to write in it except “Rev. Ernest Pratt.”

   “Tell you what, Alan,” he said at last. “I’ll stay here and keep watch and you scoot back and ring up Dr. Girdwood. That’ll be best, won’t it?”

   “I suppose so,” said Charnock. “What will his number be?”

   “Bert Yeo’ll know.”

   Charnock pushed off and Jack watched the boat as long as he could so as to be able to keep his eyes off what remained of the Minister of Religion.

   On principle, Dr. Girdwood from Corfield detested all clergymen—and all his life he had detested the Vicar of Larcombe more than most. When, therefore, he arrived on the scene and knelt down to turn the corpse over on to its back, his first feeling was not, as it usually was in such cases, one of melancholy disgust at the essential ugliness of every form of death, but rather of sardonic relish. He had hated Pratt. Pratt had died. Pratt had died an unpleasant death. Good. Dr. Girdwood was like that. He was a hard, childish man. But his relish gave way to surprise, shocked incredulous surprise, when he shifted his gaze from the dead man’s face to the dead man’s chest. There was a little hole in the waistcoat where there should have been no hole, and there was blood round the edges of it. Dr. Girdwood wrenched the jacket and waistcoat off the corpse and bared the breast which he probed with instruments from his black bag. When he had done, he growled at Jack. “This is most extraordinary, Marsden. The man’s got a bullet in his lung. You’d better get on to headquarters. I don’t like the look of this.”

   Back at his cottage, poor Jack had to repeat many of his words three and four times over the telephone. Excitement had made his voice shriller than ever. “Bailiff? No, sir, not bailiff. No, no, no. Crale Cliff, sir, that’s right, that’s right; your side of Larcombe.”

   “Keep everyone away from the body,” grumbled the important voice, the impatient voice, from the other end, “and from the car. You understand? And watch what you do with your own fat feet. I’ll be right over.”

   Jack would have banged the receiver down hard, only he wasn’t sure whether his gesture wouldn’t be noticed. He wasn’t very handy with telephones. He looked down at his feet, feet that could tap out the Yankee Eight Reverse with any in Devon. “Fat feet,” he said. “Ahhrr.”

   When Inspector Blutton arrived at the Crale Cliff he did not have as much time to consider the corpse, its immediate surroundings and its position relative to the car as he could have wished, for the tide was nosing up only three or four yards away. A brief examination taught him nothing new. The neighbouring rocks were like any other rocks. There were no helpful strands of cloth or incriminating buttons clenched in the dead clergyman’s fingers. His face was not contorted in any terrible grimace.

   Blutton, conscious of the handful of spectators surveying him from the road above and of his subordinates studying his methods at closer quarters, strutted up and down looking, in knowing fashion, now to left and now to right. After some minutes of this play, he gave orders for the remains to be conveyed to Setterham. Then he turned to Marsden. “Is there no easier way of getting up to the road?”

   “No, sir, not with the tide being in, you see,” said Jack, who was fidgety in the presence of this famous martinet.

   The Inspector grunted “Huh!” and nerved himself for yet another fearsome and slippery clamber up the crazy track that zig-zagged across the face of the cliff about fifty yards from where the Vicar lay.

   The rain of the previous evening had left the earth round the car beautifully soft and in the way of footprints, there was everything that a good detective could desire. There was an almost embarrassing plethora of well-defined tracks.

   “What did I tell you about keeping people away from the car?” barked Blutton in his best bully manner.

   “Nobody’s been near to this car, sir,” piped the indignant Jack, “before you came. And Jipps has been here since.”

   “There’s been nobody,” affirmed P.C. Jipps.

   Blutton said, “You’re positive of that?”

   Jack and Jipps were positive and the Inspector duly set to work. He was painstaking and skilful and in half an hour he had learned a great deal. There had obviously been a struggle, and judging by the marks on the ground, it looked very much as if the Vicar had had to do with two, possibly three men. Blutton was on his hands and knees when Jack surprised him with a very sensible suggestion. “The G.P.O. man was here this morning; it was him saw it first.”

   “Good,” grunted Blutton: one set of prints was sensibly fresher than the others. “Very good. That lets them out. So we’ve got two to reckon with. Come here, you—Marsden.” Jack came. “Pratt hadn’t a wooden leg, had he?”

   Jack shook a startled head.

   “And I don’t think he’d be wearing hobnail boots, either, do you?”

   Again Jack shook his head. Blutton, apparently satisfied with the constable’s silent expressions of opinion, took measurements and impressions from the soft earth. Then he examined the car itself. The hand-brake was on, the door was open and suitcases were piled high on the back seat. The only sign of disorder that presented itself was the jumbled packing or unpacking of the suit-cases—of whose contents Blutton made a summary examination. The clergyman had obviously intended to be away from home for some little time. There were many changes of linen and hose, black shoes and slippers, a silk dressing-gown and a woollen one, hats, sets of studs, four night-shirts, two overcoats and a large wallet containing share certificates and vouchers, a cheque-book and passport. Conspicuous by their absence were Bibles and prayer-books, ecclesiastical raiment and clerical dickies. This last fact, however, escaped Blutton’s notice, so intent was he on searching for traces of theft. That he found no traces of theft puzzled him considerably.

   Still pondering and assailed by an uneasy feeling that the case was not going to turn out to straightforward pattern, he went up to Corfield to get his first-hand medical evidence from Dr. Girdwood. The latter was pretty confident that death had taken place between three and four o’clock that morning. “He wasn’t shot at very close range, say two or three yards. Here’s the bullet; came from an old Service revolver if you ask me. Not the slightest possibility of suicide, I’m afraid. Nasty business, Blutton. Odd for this part of the world. I can sympathize with anyone wanting to exterminate the Church and all its works, but I’m blowed if I don’t think this is a queer way of starting. And why start with potty Pratt, anyhow? Now if the Suffragan had been put away quietly in his sleep…”

   Blutton, who was not a Nonconformist for nothing, showed his fierce disapproval of such talk by frowning and making his mouth a thin, straight line. The sour little doctor coughed and broke off. “You’re quite sure it wasn’t robbery?”

   “They didn’t touch his money, his cheque-book, or his gold cuff-links or watch. The stuff in his bags is all higgledy-piggledy, but if they did take anything they were polite enough to lock the cases up again and put the bunch of keys back in the poor chap’s trouser pocket. No, I don’t think it was robbery.”

   “Then what was it all about?”

   “I’m blowed if I know,” grunted the policeman, reaching for his hat.

   P.C. Jipps was driving the police car.

   “The Vicarage,” said Blutton, “and quick about it.”

   “O.K., sir,” said Jipps patiently.

   Mrs. Fitzroy at the Vicarage disliked Blutton very much indeed. To begin with, he had told her that her snuffling and nose-blowing made it difficult for him to understand what she said. She was a Christian widow, was Mrs. Fitzroy, and it shocked her to the very soul that a man should fail to be impressed by her parade of grief for a departed master and a Reverend at that: moreover, he didn’t show a proper respect for the dead; nor for her proper place in the household.

   “Give me the keys,” he had said, and, “You stay where you are till I’ve finished my business.” But his final shot as he left the room had been the worst of all. “I shall want a word with you, later.” There had been insolence, suspicion, menace in his voice.

   While the policeman went about his business, Mrs. Fitzroy sat in her kitchen, rocking her chair backwards and forwards in a most agitated way, clasping and unclasping her hands, sucking in her lips: she could hear him clumping about upstairs and she wished she’d thought to throw away those empty whiskey bottles. People had no right to burst in unexpected like that.

   But he was a little less rude and alarming when he eventually settled down to serious talk with her. “You say you didn’t hear the Vicar go out last night, Mrs. Fitzroy,” he began. “Surely you must have heard the car?”

   “I certainly did not. My room’s at the back, and anyhow, when I goes to bed to sleep, I sleeps.”

   “He was still up when you went to bed then?”

   “Yes, he was. He was doing a cross-word puzzle and he had his boots on, if you really want to know.”

   “Did he usually do cross-word puzzles in his bare feet?” When Blutton poked fun he poked as with a battering-ram.

   Mrs. Fitzroy reddened. Blutton laughed. “What time did you go to bed?”

   “I never been up a minute later than ten for the last seven years; never since Fitzroy died.”

   “Was he drunk?”

   “Really! Really! I don’t know what you mean.”

   Blutton stood up to repeat his question slowly. “Was he drunk?”

   Mrs. Fitzroy began to snuffle.

   “You’re not going to sit there and tell me you don’t know about his drinking?” His voice had risen. “When was that case delivered?”

   “A fortnight ago to-day.”

   Blutton whistled. Twelve bottles of whiskey in fourteen days. Not bad going, at least for a clergyman. Once more he said, “Was he drunk?”

   “He… he finished off half a bottle. But you see, he was a bit upset last night. He come in like a house on fire, he wouldn’t touch his supper, he kept his boots on and he kept going up to his bedroom, up and down he was, up and down and up and down. I don’t know what was the matter with him.”

   Blutton leaned forward and licked his lips. “Oh, he was, was he? And you’ve no idea what made him like that?”

   Mrs. Fitzroy shook her head with conviction.

   “Did he by any chance behave in a similar way last Monday?”

   A look of surprise came into the woman’s face. “Now you come to mention it, sir, he did. He didn’t do any running up and down stairs, but he was in a horrible temper and snapped at me something awful. He drank a whole bottle, too, a whole bottle! And he never went out all day. He sent Jem, that’s the boy who cleans the car, over to Corfield to tell them he was ill. There was a christening on, you see.”

   The policeman suddenly produced an envelope and thrust it under her nose. “Ever seen this before?” The words were rapped out.

   “I should just think I have. Oh!” she gasped. “Oh, I see what you mean. Good gracious, yes. D’you know, I never thought that might have had anything to do with it. When I put it by his plate on the Monday morning, I said to myself: ‘That’s funny. Fancy painting the name and address on an envelope.’ I thought it must be an advert, or something.”

   “Did you see what was inside it?”

   “No. No, sir, I didn’t. I didn’t even see the envelope again, not till just this minute.”

   Blutton seemed disappointed and he changed the subject. “Did the Vicar have many visitors?”

   “Well,” she pursed her lips in thought, “let me see now. There’s the Mothers’ Knitting Guild officers and Annie Scoutey who does the Cubs and Brownies.”

   “No, I don’t mean people like that. I mean private visitors.”

   “Oh, I see. Oh, no. Nobody like that. The Vicar, poor man, kept himself very much to himself. Oh, no. Nobody ever came to see him, friendly like.”

   Blutton did not know what line to pursue with Mrs. Fitzroy. He had, as yet, no theory to work on and that hampered him. He put a few more routine questions and then left her.

   Jack Marsden, bursting with excitement, was waiting for him outside.

   “There’s been a Scotland Yard man here, sir!”

   “What!” The Inspector almost laid hands on him as he yelled his surprise. The village constable told him what he had heard.

   A big fat man had arrived by the morning bus from Setterham on Sunday. He had taken lodgings with one Jeremiah Scoutey. He had attended evensong at the church. He had drunk beer at the Clove and Hoof. He had spoken mysteriously and yet had made it abundantly clear that he was going to arrest the Vicar. He had followed the latter up the hill to the Vicarage. And that was the last that had been seen or heard of him.

   “Take me to this Scoutey,” cried the Inspector, startled for once in his upper-dog life.

   Marsden led him to a little shop in the Orchard—a square of thatched cottages standing back from the quay.

   “Hey,” grumbled Jeremiah, the moment he set eyes on his uniformed visitors, “I’m about sick of this, I am. And who wouldn’t be? Didn’t I sit up till past one o’clock last night, waiting to let this fellow in? whoever he is. And did he come? No! He damn well didn’t. And he didn’t pay me any rent, either. It isn’t as if he’d left any luggage, either, there’s only a cheap cut-throat and an old soft-collar. No, it isn’t the game, that sort of stuff—even if he is a London detective. And d’you think it does a respectable barber and greengrocer any good to have the police at his shop? Look at them,” he expostulated. “Look at them!” There was an interested housewife at every cottage door; there was a pop-eyed grubbage of children three yards away; the loungers at the near-by quay were looking towards the barber-greengrocer’s shop.

   In the ordinary way, Blutton would have told him to shut up the moment he had opened his mouth, but Blutton’s head was in such a whirl that he let him run on. “What name did he give?” he asked, at length.

   “He didn’t say un’s name.”

   “And he didn’t say when he’d be back?”

   “No, he did not.”

   “What did he look like?”

   “He looked,” growled the irate tradesman, “like a big fat cow. He had a red face and a mackintosh. He was about as tall as you, I should say… and a good bit fatter.”

   “Clean shaven?”

   “Yes. Clean shaven, yes, I’m sure he was. And he talked like one of they Cockney chaps.”

   “Did he tell you he was a detective?”

   “No, he didn’t tell me nothing about his business. But at the Cloven they’re saying…”

   “I see,” interrupted Blutton. “Well, listen to me, Mr. Scoutey. If he turns up again, you let Constable Marsden know at once. You understand? At once!”

   “If he’s a detective, why doesn’t he do that himself?”

   “You heard what I said,” barked Blutton and strode from the shop.

   His next move was to telephone to Setterham. Setterham immediately put a call through to New Scotland Yard and while he waited for the reply to this call, he listened to Marsden’s report of what stray information he had picked up in the village. “I know for a fact, sir, that there’s only one man with a wooden leg in Larcombe and that’s the Cap’n—John-Thomas. He’s out to sea though. Has been for a bit. And from what I can find out about hobnail boots, it’s a funny thing, sir, but it looks like there weren’t hardly any. Week-days, you see, the chaps here wears their rubbers, and Sundays, of course, they have their best, and no hobnails, sir, you see. Mind you, I don’t doubt you’ll find a tidy few big boots on the farms to Corfield and Poridge. They all have them there, all the farm chaps like. About the other thing—nobody in the cottages on the road heard the car last night, but old Hannabus says he did hear something. Mr. Peascod’s the only one I didn’t ask about that. You see, he isn’t up yet, sir, or else he’s away. I couldn’t get no reply when I knocked.”

   The telephone-bell rang and Blutton learned that Scotland Yard had no officer operating in Devonshire; they suggested that the man might be from some Private Detective Agency; enquiries would be made. Blutton put down the receiver. “I’ll talk to this Hanaby or whatever he calls himself, the chap who says he heard something. And we’ll have a look at Peascod. You go in for pretty funny names down here, don’t you, pretty funny?”

   Jack smiled and said he supposed they did.

   Old Hannabus, who had a shop on the road that led to the Vicarage, was a taxidermist, an antique-dealer, a rabbit-trapper, a clock-mender, a photographer, a herbalist, and he’d pull out a bad tooth for sixpence. His Christian name was Sebastian, he wore a beard and thick spectacles, and he did not wash over-much. He was very nervous in front of the Inspector. “Well, I heard a little noise all right, but I wouldn’t like to say it was a motor. More like something slithering on the gravel.”

   “About what time would that be?”

   “Well, I’d been in bed a long time. I woke up because my gumboil was worse and I thought it would be a good thing if I sucked a piece of alum, so I went downstairs to fetch some and it was then I heard this little noise.”

   Blutton regarded the man with ill favour. Blutton hated dirt—and there was no denying that his face and beard and hands and finger-nails and clothes were dirty. He loved orderliness and decency—and there was no denying that the shop was insanitary, with its poky, cobwebbed window, its strange smell composed of numberless dusty, decaying ingredients ranging from acid drops to old tarred rope, and its fantastic jumble of junk. Looking at his own boots to avoid seeing the stains of nicotine and food on Hannabus’s moustache and beard, he said, “And I take it you didn’t look out to see what was making this little noise—as you call it?”

   Old Sebastian shook his head. “I only wish I had, sir.”

   “What d’you mean by that? You wish you had, eh?”

   Old Sebastian began to stammer. “Only, sir—I mean, sir—If I had looked out, sir—I’d—I’d be able to tell you what I saw, sir—wouldn’t I, sir?”

   Blutton snorted and took his leave. When he got outside he wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and took in several very deep breaths of the good sea air.

   Next door to Hannabus was a tumbledown cottage called “The Nook”: it was, probably, the smallest in Larcombe and it was certainly the most extraordinary to behold. The bulging, sloping walls which leaned upon the shop as upon an old, old friend were covered with a pink wash glaringly at variance with the white of the other cottages; the woodwork round the minute windows was painted a harsh blue, the door was green and on it was an enormous brass knocker that would not have looked out
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