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THE SCHALCKEN REPLICA




Athelstan Digby, the senior partner in the firm of Digby, Dyson, and Copplestone, Blanket Manufacturers, was a man of many interests.


There was, of course, the mill in Atterwell Lane, massive and ugly, that raised its walls of smoke-blackened sandstone high above the squalor of Bradborough’s streets. Of its management the main share fell to Dyson and young Charlie Copplestone, Dyson keeping to the grooves, Copplestone supplying the motive force. Only when the grooves showed signs of wear was Mr. Digby called in to lay down new lines for the running of the business.


For not only was he the manufacturer of the D.D.C. Universal Blanket; Athelstan Digby was also chairman of the Batavia and Eastern Oil Syndicate, director of the West Riding Electric Power Consumers’ Association, director of the Mitta Mitta Alluvial Tin Mining Company, alderman of the city of Bradborough, and a member of the Board of the British and Colonial Bible Society. Athelstan Digby had many irons in many fires.


The adventure of the Schalcken Replica had little to do with these things; it was concerned with his pictures. Pictures were his hobby. His little house in Ellesmere Terrace, within sight of the great chimneys in Atterwell Lane, was crowded with them, turned with their faces to the wall, though they had nothing of which to be ashamed. He always intended hanging them someday, just as he intended to move into a larger and more convenient house; but, being a radical, the roots of his nature clung close to old habits and old surroundings. He was born and he would die in Ellesmere Terrace, a semi-detached bachelor.


He had the instincts of a collector. Quite early in his career he had mapped out a province for his own, beyond the borders of which he seldom trespassed. It was a happy chance that first turned the attention of Athelstan Digby to the old Dutch and Flemish masters. Like their first patrons, men of Haarlem, Delft, and Amsterdam, he was an honest merchant, well content with the homely scenes of everyday life. He, too, was proud of his city and his counting house, as they had been of theirs and the ships that traded with the Indies; proud, too, of his stout friends, the aldermen; fond, like them, of stiff old-fashioned flowers, that grew in gardens strait-laced with box-trimmed paths. Athelstan Digby was too honest to let bad workmanship escape him. He made his mistakes, of course; but each time that he made one, being a Yorkshireman, he took care to profit by it.


There was the Mornington Teniers, for example, on which he had dropped a clear three thousand, bought because he had let the scale of his judgement turn on the fact that it had come from the Mornington Collection by way of the Vicomte de Bohun and had been exhibited along with the rest of the Mornington pictures at the Guildhall. And, of course, quite early in his collecting days he had been deceived over spurious Wouvermans, accepted on little better evidence than the inevitable white horse.


At fifty-five he trusted to his own judgement, backed by Smith’s Catalogue Raisonnee and his banking account, and he very seldom made a mistake.


The story of the Schalcken Replica began on the morning in February when Athelstan Digby received the letter from Evan Evans. He had never heard of the name before in connection with pictures; its reiteration seemed to him to be totally unnecessary, and he was prejudiced against the man, even before he realised that the letter was the usual request for permission to view his collection.


Mr. Evans wrote from an address in Bloomsbury, “as connoisseur to connoisseur,” stating that business would bring him to Bradborough in the course of the following week. He wished to use the opportunity to see Mr. Digby’s pictures, of which he had often heard, and should Mr. Digby view his request favourably, would arrange his visit to suit his convenience.


“The gentleman picture-dealer out to plunder the innocent provincial,” thought Digby. “I’ve a good mind to let him see what he can make of the job. I’ve nothing on Thursday afternoon except the Industrial Schools Committee, and that should be over by three;” and he rang the bell.


“Dawson,” he said, “a Mr. Evan Evans will be calling here at half-past three on Thursday afternoon to see the pictures. If I’m out, ask him to call later. I don’t know anything about him. And see that the frames are dusted. Do it yourself, and get no help from Mrs. Dawson or Mary; they’d want to dust too much.”


The man whom he addressed had been with Athelstan Digby for ten years, and with his wife and an elderly house-parlour-maid made up the bachelor’s household. Digby’s frequent Board meetings meant that he was often away from home; and though a man of his simple habits had little need of a manservant, he had a deep-seated distrust of womankind, and liked to leave someone in the house who appreciated the value of his pictures, even though they did stand with their faces turned to the wall.


That, indeed, was a source of constant remonstrance between servant and master. “It does seem a pity, sir,” he would say, “not to hang them”; and to the reply, “No wall space, Dawson, no wall space; wait until we move into a larger house,” would answer with a shake of the head, that implied that in his opinion such a removal was as remote as it was improbable.


For Dawson not only appreciated the value of pictures; he appreciated the pictures themselves. He had begun by admiring the stiff canvases that Weeninx and David de Heem delighted to cover with a medley of fruit and game and fish, gold and silver plate, and flagons of wine. Thence his interest had turned to the jovial drinking scenes of Ostade and Teniers. The faithful accuracy of the work delighted him. He had pointed out to Digby how in the Gerard Dow, the gem of the collection, the artist had caught the very dust on the half of the table that the Dutch housewife had not yet polished. “There’s no one living who could do that now, sir,” Dawson would say; and Digby, interested in the old man’s powers of observation, had lent him books, until the servant knew almost as much about the pictures as the master.


Mr. Evan Evans arrived punctually at the hour named on Thursday afternoon. Digby, shrewd judge of men as he was, found it hard to classify him. He was talkative, always a relief to Digby when entertaining strangers since he himself was usually reserved, and spoke of the collection with more of enthusiasm than discernment. He was, for instance, loud in the praises of a large Cuyp, the only one of the pictures he possessed of whose authenticity Digby was uncertain, and showed little interest in the unique church interior by the same artist. He supposed that the figures in the Van der Heyden street scene were by a different brush, but was unable to conjecture whose. “A moderately, only a moderately well informed amateur,” was Digby’s final verdict; and the same opinion was reflected in the slightly tolerant expression on Dawson’s face as he placed one picture after another on the easel.


It was not until they came to the Schalcken that Digby’s interest in his visitor was aroused. Of all the pictures in the collection it was his favourite. It showed a man – believed to be the artist himself – seated at a table of polished mahogany, with a mug of ale at his elbow, lighting his pipe from a candle which a little girl of five or six, dressed in the stiff costume of the period, held up to him on tiptoe. The light and shadow playing on the man’s features were Schalcken at his best. The white satin of the child’s dress might have come from the brush of a Terbourg. The theme had been conceived as delicately and as purely as it had been handled. The centuries that had passed had done nothing to lessen the freshness of its appeal.


Mr. Evans scanned the picture – it measured little more than twelve inches by ten – with far greater care than he had hitherto shown.


“It’s extraordinary,” he said at last; “the similarity is most extraordinary. I’m referring,” he went on, “to a picture in my own collection. The artist must have painted it in duplicate.” Digby smiled, one of his rare wintry smiles; while in Dawson’s eyes there came an answering flicker.


“Of course it’s possible,” he said. “The Dutch artist was not overpaid, and the temptation to reproduce a masterpiece like this must have been great. But I doubt if Schalcken would have done it. I suggest, Mr. Evans, that you are the possessor of an excellent copy.”


“I thought so at first,” the other replied. “I gave ten pounds for the picture at a second rate old furniture shop in Leicester fifteen years ago. They knew nothing of its history – said something about a Russian gentleman having sold it to them; but I have always believed it to be an original.”


Mr. Digby pursed his lips.


“I should like to see it,” he said.


“And so you shall, my dear sir!” his visitor exclaimed. “Owing to the war, I’m living at present in rooms in Bloomsbury. I can’t afford to keep up my house in Wales, and I want to be near my little girl, who is working at the Ministry of Munitions. But I’m too fond of the picture to part with it even for a time. It’s my especial pride. I can’t think how you can keep these glowing canvases unhung. You must look me up and give me your honest opinion. I’m only sorry I can’t show you my collection; but that will have to wait. Meantime, look me up at 33, Patmore Street, Bloomsbury. I find it so handy, you know, for the Museum. One thing only I would beg – a clear twenty-four hours’ notice. I am a martyr to asthma, and during an attack I find it impossible to see anyone. As to the hour, my mornings and afternoons are usually occupied, but any evening, Mr. Digby, when you’re in town, I should be delighted to see you.”


Mr. Evans refused tea, to his host’s relief. “What do you make of him, Dawson?” he asked, as they put the pictures back in place.


“An amateur, sir,” he replied; “hardly, I think, sir, what I should call a connoisseur,”


“You’ve hit the right nail on the head,” said Digby. “I disliked the way he spoke of glowing canvases. It reminded me too much of the auctioneer. But I’ll call on the man next time I’m in London.”


The opportunity occurred three weeks later. Mr. Digby had come up to London for one of his monthly Board meetings, and had written suggesting that he might call at Patmore Street on Friday evening.


The room in which Evans welcomed him with unnecessary effusion was littered with books. Every available chair was occupied. They lay in stacks upon the table, one half of which had been cleared for supper.


“You must excuse this confusion,” said Evans. “I’m here alone, practising wartime economy. Believe me, Mr. Digby, it’s not the sort of welcome I should have wished to give you.”


But Athelstan was too intent on other things to pay attention to his host; for, hanging on the wall at the end of the room, dwarfing the tawdry background of the Bloomsbury lodging house, was the picture he had come to see.


A glance was enough to tell him that this was no clumsy copy. Evans had been lucky in his find. Smiling, he came sidling up to Digby, rubbing unctuously his fat little hands.


“Some picture!” he exclaimed, “as our American friends would say. I think you must admit that it’s genuine.”


Athelstan Digby was conscious of a strong feeling of dislike to the man.


“If it’s not genuine,” he said, “it’s a copy by some pupil. I wonder if you would mind my taking it down to examine it more closely.”


“With all the pleasure in the world, Mr. Digby,” said the other, as he got on to a chair. “That’s what you came for. I want the opinion of an expert.”


The picture was glazed; it needed cleaning; and Mr. Digby was short-sighted. He scrutinized carefully every square inch of the canvas. Yes, there was the same minuteness of workmanship, the same absolute mastery of brush in the painting of the man’s hand as he screened the bowl of his pipe, the same wonderful sheen of white satin in the child’s dress.


“Both pictures are genuine,” he said at last. “I congratulate you, Mr. Evans. I can only account for the existence of this picture being unknown by the fact that it was sold to your Leicester dealer by a Russian. There were at one time more Dutch pictures in Russia than in any other country. The court set the fashion, and every nobleman who claimed to possess taste followed it. To own a country tavern scene by Teniers was a hallmark of good breeding. But still I should have expected to find some mention of the picture in the Catalogue Raisonnee;” and he ran his forefinger along his chin, as his manner was when perplexed.


He was in reality torn between the opposing forces of delight and envy; delight in a new discovery, even though he himself had had no part in it, and envy of the discoverer upon whom Fortune had smiled.


“Unlike you” – Evans was speaking to one who only half heard him – “I like to live with my treasures. Tonight I’ve dined with Schalcken and his little girl. One picture is sufficient for a room; at the most four. The rest should be hung in a gallery. When I am likely to be away from home for any length of time, I take a picture with me. When I return, I know that picture. If I were an artist, I could reproduce every line of it.”


“I wish we had the two pictures together, so that we could compare them,” said Mr. Digby, tentatively. “Have you a photograph by any chance? I have only an engraving of mine by de Launay that I picked up last year in Paris.”


“No,” Evans replied. “To tell you the truth I’m a little chary of photographers. But if you liked, Mr. Digby, I could easily arrange for the picture to be photographed, so that you could have a copy to compare with yours. Perhaps you would not object to your picture being photographed too?”


Again Mr. Digby ran his forefinger along his chin.


“N-no,” he said. “Though it’s against my usual practice, I’m sufficiently interested in your find to make an exception. What did you say was the name of the Leicester dealer who sold you the picture?”


“It was either Walker or Thompson, I can’t remember which; but I’ll write to my secretary and get the receipt forwarded. He was quite an ignorant fellow, more interested, like myself, in old furniture and books than in pictures.”


“I’m afraid I’ve never had either the leisure or the education to form a library,” Digby replied. “Are these recent purchases?”


“Most of them, yes. A well-edited second-hand bookseller’s catalogue is an irresistible temptation to me even in wartime. You must be going, Mr. Digby? I’m delighted that you’ve called, and I hope next time you are in town you’ll look me up. All I ask is twenty-four hours’ notice, and that you should time your visit for my evenings, which are free. I will forward you a photograph as soon as they are ready. Please don’t trouble to return it.”


“A curious fellow,” said Digby to himself, as he walked back through the darkened streets to his old-fashioned hotel. “I can’t quite place him. I wonder if he’d be prepared to sell.”


•   •   •


Next day as he travelled from St. Pancras to Bradborough in a crowded third-class non-smoking compartment, wedged tightly between a soldier home on leave and a woman with two children on her knee, Athelstan Digby had the image of Evans’s Schalcken constantly before his mind. Long before they passed the glare of the Sheffield forges, he had made up his mind to buy it provided that the man would sell. If he had been hit by the war, and from what he had seen of him Digby thought that this was more than probable, he might jump at the opportunity of finding a purchaser.


During the week that followed, he made arrangements for the picture to be photographed, leaving particular instructions with Dawson to keep a careful eye on the photographer’s man and not to allow him to handle the picture. A fortnight elapsed before he received the proofs, and three days later a letter came from Evans, enclosing the photograph of his picture for comparison. “I had the glass removed,” he wrote, “but the result has not been altogether satisfactory, though it may be sufficient for your purpose.”


Mr. Digby made a careful scrutiny of the two, as they lay before him on the table. The Evans proof was darker than his own – the picture obviously wanted cleaning – and the photograph, as a photograph, was a poor one, only faintly indicating the cloak that covered the chair in the right-hand corner. Apart from that there seemed to be no difference between the two.


“They are both genuine,” said Digby at last. That evening he wrote to Evans, asking him if he were prepared to sell. He named a price, three thousand guineas, which was certainly generous, far more than it would have realised at Christie’s. If Evans would not part with the picture, the matter was ended.


It was nearly ten days before he received his reply. Evans had been confined to bed with a sharp attack of asthma and had been unable even to attend to his correspondence.


“With regard to your offer,” he wrote, “I had not had the slightest intention of parting with the picture when I first saw you. But the war has hit me heavily, and with the inevitable depreciation of my investments I must confess that the opportunity to realise a little ready capital is not one lightly to be set aside. The price you mention is, I admit, generous, though, of course, you have a special interest in the possession of the picture. I have consulted my solicitor, who advises me to accept your offer. In the matter of transit, railway companies, in my opinion, cannot be relied upon at the present time. I suggest that if you are in town during the next ten days, you should take back the picture yourself – it could be packed in an ordinary suit case – and you could then at the same time make out a cheque for the sum you mention.”


Athelstan Digby turned over the pages of his pocket diary. He had two Board meetings on the tenth and the eleventh; there was a special meeting of the West African Industrial Mission on the evening of the twelfth, at which he was announced to preside.


“I could see him on the eleventh,” he said, “at eight”; and he entered the appointment in his minute handwriting opposite the date.


February in Bradborough, with east winds blowing down the narrow streets from the rain-sodden moors, was even at the best of times a trying month. Three days before the meeting which he had arranged with Evans, Digby was in bed, with a bottle of cough medicine and the second volume of Motley’s “Dutch Republic” on the table by his side. Dawson was more than usually assiduous in his care.


“If any man could make me keep that appointment,” said Digby, “you’re the one. Oh, I shall be fit enough to travel by the eleventh! I’ll see Evans in any case, even if I have to miss my board meetings.”


“I trust you will, sir,” Dawson replied, “but you can’t be too careful of a cold. My wife’s mother – she lives up in London – was taken ill last week with what she thought was a simple chill; from what we’ve heard it’s doubtful if she’ll pull through.”


“I’m sorry to hear that, Dawson,” said Mr. Digby. “I thought you’d been rather worried lately. Mrs. Dawson should be with her instead of looking after me. She must go whenever she wishes. Mary is quite capable of taking her place for a short time.”


“Thank you, sir; it’s very considerate. The old woman’s close on eighty, so it’s only what we can expect; but if she should take a turn for the worse, my wife would like to go.”


By a curious coincidence they travelled together; for, as Mr. Digby, wrapped in his warmest overcoat and wearing a somewhat dilapidated pair of goloshes, was being escorted to the cab by Dawson, Mrs. Dawson came hurrying down the path. She had on her bonnet and cloak and carried an old-fashioned carpet bag in one hand and an unopened telegram in the other. She seemed to be very much out of breath and very perturbed.


“Oh, sir!” she exclaimed, “I beg your pardon, but this telegram has just come,” and she thrust it into his hand.


“Essential to catch the 10.35 if you would see mother,” he read.


“I am afraid that means bad news,” he said. “Your bag is packed? Jump in, Mrs. Dawson; we shall be in plenty of time to catch the train. Dawson, you can expect me back in time for dinner the day after tomorrow. See that today’s letters are forwarded to Mackay’s Hotel.”


At the station he saw his cook comfortably settled – as far as a flustered cook can be said ever to be comfortably settled – in a third class carriage. On account of his cold he adopted Dawson’s suggestion and travelled first.


Athelstan Digby had an old-fashioned courtesy in his dealings with women. As soon as the train arrived at St. Pancras, he gave his own bag to a porter, while he helped Mrs. Dawson to find a taxi, insisted on paying the fare, much to the good woman’s perturbation, and then took the Tube to the city and his Board meeting.


That night he dined at Mackay’s punctually at half past six. Not for years had he had an opportunity of buying a picture that gave him half as much pleasure as this.


Mr. Digby, carrying an empty suit case, arrived in Patmore Street on the stroke of eight.


“I hardly know whether I am pleased or sorry to see you,” said Mr. Evans, with a smile. “It’s hard to part with old friends. I shall miss my little girl here. Do you know, Mr. Digby, there’s something after all to be said for your plan of not hanging pictures. Certainly one is less likely to miss them. But my Schalcken, at least, will be in good hands. You will want to have it cleaned, I expect. And here is the receipt, which my secretary forwarded to me, from the man in Leicester, our mutual benefactor.”


Mr. Digby placed it in his pocket and took out his cheque book.


“I can well understand your feelings, Mr. Evans,” he said. “I’ve been through it all myself. How shall I make out the cheque?”


“To Evan Mornington Evans. I should prefer an open cheque, if you don’t mind. How would you like the picture packed?  As it’s glazed, it will be really only necessary to protect the frame. It will go into your suitcase admirably.”


The packing of the picture was a matter of a few minutes.


“I was nearly forgetting that I had not given you my address in Wales,” said Evans, as Digby rose to go. “Kidbury Hall, Pembrokeshire, will always find me. We are about six miles out of Haverfordwest, and if you are ever in those parts, Mr. Digby, my sister and I will be delighted if you will pay us a visit.”


“Thank you,” said Athelstan Digby, “and you too, I hope, will not forget to look me up in Bradborough. Good evening!”


He took a taxi back to the hotel, and in the solitude of his bedroom, made cheerful by a blazing fire, examined his purchase at leisure.


“After all,” he thought, “pictures were made to be hung. As soon as I get back home, Dawson and I will make a start, though we shan’t have room on the walls for a quarter of them.”


That night the picture stood on the dressing-table on his bedroom, lit by the warm glow of the firelight. The following day it lay under lock and key in the manager’s office, while Athelstan Digby busied himself with the affairs of the West African Industrial Mission, and Mr. Evans, far away in Bradborough, cashed a cheque for three thousand guineas.


When in the course of time Athelstan Digby was able to view the transaction with a mind devoid of the natural resentment that followed the discovery he made five minutes after his return home, he was filled with admiration. Since he was a wealthy man, he could afford both to admire and to laugh.


Dawson, so the elderly house parlour-maid informed him, had been summoned to London on the evening of Mrs. Dawson’s departure. He had told her that he expected to be back within twenty-four hours, and, after leaving particular instructions about locking up the house at night, had ordered some veal cutlets and a rice pudding for Mr. Digby’s dinner on Friday evening. He had taken nothing with him, except a small portmanteau containing his clothes. Behind him he had left a letter, containing a postal order for two-and-six.


Mr. Digby read it as he ate the excellent veal cutlets, while the hot rice pudding on the hearth slowly changed into a cold rice pudding.


And this is what he read:



Dear Mr. Digby,


By the time you receive this, Mrs. Dawson and I will have left your service. We wish to thank you for the unfailing courtesy which, for the last ten years, you have shown to us, and which Mrs. Dawson experienced on what to her was an unusually trying journey. I enclose a postal order for two-and-six, for the cab fare which you so kindly paid.


In selling you your own picture, I acted from motives of necessity. It is my first, and I hope my last, excursion into the domain of crime. My accomplice, Evans, who was at one time an auctioneer and valuer, is my wife’s brother. He has already served a period of imprisonment for an offence of which he was not morally guilty, and has decided, like ourselves, to turn over a new leaf and forget the past. We trust that your money, which I propose to regard in the nature of a loan, may be the ultimate means of allowing us to fill an honest and respectable position in society.


The plan we adopted was entirely my own. It was made comparatively easy by your refusal to hang your pictures, the extreme regularity of your habits, and your avoidance of all night travelling. I was thus able, by arranging your meetings with Evans to take place in the evening, to convey the picture back to Bradborough by the night train.


We came nearest to failure, when, owing to your cold (which I hope is no longer troubling you), you had to give up your engagement; and it consequently became necessary for the picture to travel by the same train as yourself. I expect you remember carrying it in my wife’s carpet bag. My brother-in-law tells me that he had only just time to exchange frames from the unglazed to the glazed and hastily to wash his preparation of lamp-black over portions of the canvas to make it appear in need of cleaning, before you arrived in Patmore Street.


I give these few particulars, as I know you will be as interested in the scheme as I am proud of it. The money, I can assure you, will be well spent and not lightly squandered. A portion of it has already been invested in War Saving Certificates.


I remain,


Yours faithfully,


Charles E. Dawson




“Faithfully!” Mr. Digby exclaimed. “It’s time I bought a twentieth-century dictionary,”


Next day he began to hang his pictures.





 


THE HOME-COMING OF PHILIP




The train by which Athelstan Digby was returning to Bradborough was slow, but not very slow; he had indeed chosen it as less likely to be crowded than the afternoon express.


At first his supposition had not seemed justified. Three ladies, two aunts and their niece, had shared with him the first-class compartment; but they had got out at Grentham, leaving the carriage littered with papers and magazines, and filled with the faint scent, to Mr. Digby peculiarly nauseating, of eau de Cologne. He had gathered from their conversation that they were shocking travellers.


Mr. Digby lowered both sashes and thrust his head out of the window, sniffing the raw night air of the February fens. The boy with the dinner basket – he had ordered it in advance – came running down the platform as the guard’s whistle blew, and on the boy’s heels there entered the unwelcome stranger, who might so easily have chosen another carriage. Still, two passengers for one compartment was less than he had a right to expect in wartime, and Mr. Digby opened his basket and spread his paper napkin on his knees. A chop, chipped potatoes and cabbage, biscuits, butter and gorgonzola, a red skinned apple, that shone with such a polish that he really would have preferred a banana, combined to banish effectively the last trace of eau de Cologne.


“It’s wonderful what they can do for one in wartime,” said Mr. Digby cheerfully; and the stranger, who had not ordered a dinner basket, took up one of the discarded magazines and, without enthusiasm, agreed.


As he ate his dinner, and Mr. Digby always ate slowly, he finished reading the little brochure on the Juvenile Offender which the stipendiary magistrate of Bradborough had brought to his notice the week before. On the empty seat by his side lay an American periodical devoted to Foreign Missions, the new prospectus of the Eastern Sumatra Oil Fields, Ltd., and Christie’s catalogue. He intended to read them in that order, keeping the best until the last.


The dinner was really extraordinarily good. With a sigh of satisfaction he took a silver fruit knife from his pocket and carefully peeled the over-polished apple. The American periodical devoted to Foreign Missions looked a little heavy; the subject seemed hardly suited to dessert; and since he was not alone in the compartment, he decided that he would at least make an attempt to be sociable.


“That’s rather an interesting little book,” he said, turning to the stranger. “It contains some novel ideas on the treatment of criminals. You might be interested in glancing at it.”


The man opposite him looked up with a start. Mr. Digby, over his gold-rimmed glasses, saw a well-featured, unshaven face, with eyes puckered and dark-rimmed, as if from want of sleep.


“Are you a Christian?” asked the stranger.


For a moment Mr. Digby was nonplussed; not that he had any doubt about the answer, but he resented such a question, more especially immediately after dinner.


“Yes,” he said, “I am.” “I hope I am,” he would have said, if the train had been a corridor train; he could then, if a theological discussion developed, have changed his carriage. As it was, he wished to leave no loophole for argument.


“Then,” said the stranger, “you can’t refuse to help me. I’m a criminal, an escaped convict; and unless you help me, I’m done for. Everyone’s hand is against me. For God’s sake and for the religion which you profess, you must help.”


He leant forward, his grey eyes gazing unflinchingly into Digby’s face. There was no menace; only an appeal.


Athelstan Digby took off his spectacles and rubbed them with his handkerchief.


“Dear me!” he said, half absent-mindedly, “dear me! Do you realise that as a Justice of the Peace you are putting me into a very awkward position?”


“You said you were a Christian,” said the man doggedly. “All I ask is that you listen to my story, and then judge me, if you dare. Are you married? Have you any children?”


“I’m a bachelor,” Mr. Digby answered.


“But you will listen to me, won’t you?” said the other, pleadingly.


Mr. Digby felt himself shrinking from a confession he had no desire to hear. He was too old not to realise the value of the conventions; there was something alarming to his mind in the sight of naked truth; it was too uncomfortably cold.


“If you really think it best to speak,” he said at last, “I will give you my attention; but remember, I promise nothing.”


“My name is Brown,” the man began, speaking hurriedly, “Matthew Brown. I’m a solicitor by profession, and three years ago I was in practice in Liverpool, married to a wife whom I loved whole-heartedly, and the father of a boy whom we both adored. He was born ten years after our marriage, our only child. No one doubted me. I never even doubted myself. Then, little by little, things began to go downhill. One investment after another – and they were safe, old-fashioned investments – failed me. Phil, the boy, had gone to Oxford. He’s a lovable fellow; but he is weak, and got into a wrong set. There was some scandal, and I had to find the money – five years before, it would have seemed a trifle – at a time when my own resources were stretched to the very uttermost.


“I used trust funds, hoping, of course, to repay the amount in time. The same old story, and it was to end in the same old way. On the day that war was declared, Phil enlisted. That shows you the sort of metal the boy was made of. He went out to France, and ten days after he crossed the Channel, the crash came. I got three years in the second division. It nearly broke my wife’s heart; it would have done, though she’s the pluckiest woman on God’s earth, had it not been for the thought of the boy, and her determination to keep it from him. You see he had always respected me.”


He hid his face in his hands for a moment before going on.


“So in her letters to him she breathed not a word of what had happened. I was supposed to be ill, unable to write except on rare occasions. My God! what I suffered! I used to lie awake at night, thinking of Phil in that hell on the western front. Any day he might learn the truth from some chance acquaintance, from some thoughtless piece of gossip. And supposing he learnt it an hour before the attack, before he had time to understand and to forgive? But he knew nothing. You see he’d enlisted before the days of Pals’ Battalions. He was a private in a west-country regiment, where he hadn’t a friend.


“From France he went to Egypt, and from Egypt to Salonika, and somehow – we thanked God for that injustice – the boy never got leave. Then at last he was sent home. For six weeks he has been in a hospital down in Gloucester, and tomorrow he comes north on a fortnight’s leave. For the last ten days I’ve been out in the no-man’s-land between sanity and madness. My wife can’t keep up the game alone. She’s no actress. And I – well, I just knew that I’d got to see the boy again before he’s killed, even if it were only to explain things to him. Last night I got away. I can’t tell you how I did it without compromising others, but they are after me all right. I haven’t a ticket; I haven’t a penny in my pocket; I’ve had nothing to eat for twelve hours; and unless I’m in Liverpool by noon tomorrow, there’ll be no home-coming for my boy. He’ll wish that the stretcher-bearers had never brought him in.”


Athelstan Digby felt curiously uncomfortable. He was also uncomfortably curious. He wanted to know all the details of the escape, such things, for example, as the way in which he had managed to obtain the clothes he was wearing.


“What is it you ask me to do?” he said at last.


The shadow of despair passed from the man’s face.


“To begin with,” he said, “I’m sure, or almost sure, that they’ve tracked me to the station. If they did, they’ll guess that I boarded this train. I want to borrow that coat of yours,” and he pointed to a heavy overcoat that Mr. Digby had placed across his knees, “and your cap. No, your hat would be better, if you have no objection.”


He took Mr. Digby’s tall felt hat from the rack. Mr. Digby himself helped him into the coat.


“I’m glad that you believe me,” the stranger said. “I’m not a murderer, and I’m not a thief. I’ll turn out my pockets and you can search me. I’m an ordinary man, who has yielded to temptation; fair game for society to hound down, war or no war.”


The spirit of adventure, that from time to time was stirred by some financial enterprise, had been wakened in Mr. Digby by a more human impulse. He was filled with a young delight in intrigue.


“You had better take my umbrella,” he said. “And now what are you going to do?”


“In a few minutes,” Brown replied, “I’m going to pull the communication cord and open the carriage door. The train will stop. I shall tell the guard when he comes along that a gentleman who got into the train at Grentham and who seemed to behave in a very excited manner, had insisted on leaving the carriage, his excuse being that he had got into the wrong train.”


Mr. Digby’s face shone with excitement.


“Excuse me,” he said, “but I should rather like to pull the communication cord myself. Ever since I was a boy I’ve wanted to do it. I’ve never had an excuse.”


“Pull it by all means, my dear sir,” Brown answered, stroking his cheek with his forefinger. “I wonder if I’ve time to shave.”


Mr. Digby pulled his suitcase from under the seat, opened it and produced a safety razor and a dilapidated sponge bag.


“What about water?” he asked.


“I can manage with the half bottle of ginger ale that you left,” said Brown.


Mr. Digby watched him fascinated, as he lathered and shaved himself by the help of a glazed photograph of one of the many mansions of the Duke of Rutland framed above his seat. He candidly admitted that this was far more interesting than the American Review of Foreign Missions.


“As to the talking,” said Brown, as he wiped the soap suds from his face, “I think it probably would be best if you left that to me.”


“The matter is entirely in the hands of my solicitor,” replied Mr. Digby, with one of his rare whimsical smiles. “Can I pull that cord?”


“Yes,” said the other, laughing. “Pull like the devil.”


Mr. Digby, thoughtful as ever of the property of the Railway Company, whose shares he held, placed the American Review of Foreign Missions on the cushions, in order to prevent their being dirtied by his boots, and climbing on to the seat, gave vent to the pent-up curiosity of a forgotten boyhood in one long ecstatic pull.


For five seconds, while his eyes remained fixed on the printed words “not exceeding ten pounds,” the train continued to speed northward. Then came a slowing, gradual, but none the less perceptible. The train was coming to a standstill, and Brown had already lowered the sash. He now opened the door, and, rolling into a bundle, his overcoat and the soft felt hat that he had worn he threw them out of the carriage.


The train stopped.


On either side of their compartment blinds went up and windows were lowered. Little oblongs of yellow light chequered the track, until the shrill voice of a girl said drawlingly that she supposed the Zeppelins were over Leffield again.


To a harassed guard Brown explained the situation. He and his friend Mr. Digby – “I read your name on the label of the suitcase,” he explained afterwards – had been taken completely by surprise. The gentleman, who had got into the carriage at Grentham – he was about Brown’s height and wore a light-coloured overcoat – had certainly seemed to be rather excited, but they had taken no notice of the matter, until he had suddenly pulled the communication cord. As soon as the train slowed down, he had opened the door with equal suddenness , and saying something about having got into the wrong train, he had evaded their efforts to detain him, and climbed out of the carriage. His name for future reference? Henry Martin; the  Grand Hotel, Liverpool, would always find him. “And you, Digby,” he went on, “I suppose you’ll be at home for the next few weeks? The guard wants our addresses, in case it’s a police court case.”


No actor could have assumed the gravity of Mr. Digby’s face. The seriousness of his position was slowly dawning upon him. He, at his own request, had pulled the communication cord and the train had stopped and there was a penalty not exceeding ten pounds. He, a Justice of the Peace, had made himself an accessory to the escape of a convicted thief, who shaved in dry ginger ale, and who uttered the most deliberate falsehoods in the spirit of spontaneous truth.


“So far so good,” said Brown, when the excitement had at last subsided. “If they tracked me to the train, they’ll naturally suppose that I’ve made a run for it across country. I can’t thank you, Mr. Digby, though my wife can, and will too, I hope, in person. Phil will be able to hold up his head, but I’ve got to get to Liverpool by noon tomorrow. I shall have to see my wife, arrange with her to meet Phil, and get them both to join me at some place in Wales where I’m not known. Phil still thinks of course, that I’ve had some sort of nervous breakdown. But all this means money and I haven’t a penny. Will you help me further, Mr. Digby? It’s the thought of the boy that drives me nearly mad. Can you give me five pounds? I don’t ask you to lend it me. When the crash came two years ago, I swore that I’d never ask a man for a loan again.”


“I’ll see you through,” said Mr. Digby shortly. “I don’t mind telling you that after reading that book on the future of the Juvenile Offender I’d made up my mind to give a donation of ten guineas to a model colony that is being started in Dorset. You are far more interesting than a model colony. I’m slightly prejudiced against model colonies. We in Bradborough have never been taught to think imperially. You can count on me for ten guineas.”


“It’s extraordinarily generous of you,” said Brown. “Five pounds is more than sufficient. But may I take your ticket in order to avoid any questions? I’ll return your hat and coat as soon as I can. I know it all must seem absolutely grotesque, Mr. Digby, but I’m not an ordinary thief. A man can be a gentleman, even though he has been justly imprisoned.”


For the rest of the journey, and for Mr. Digby the time had never passed so quickly, his companion talked while he listened. There is an intoxicating joy in human speech, Brown explained, after two years’ confinement. And Athelstan Digby, who had sat on the bench for nearly a quarter of a century, held his peace and marvelled at the follies of the criminal code. Here was a man, well-read and exceptionally well-informed, who seemed equally cognizant of the political history of Central America and the difficulties of cotton-growing in the Sudan, wasting some of the best years of his life behind prison walls in empty expiation of an offence which, compared with some of the transactions of Government Departments – and he did not judge by hearsay alone – was as paltry as it was pardonable.


The train slowed down. The dull red glow in the sky came from the night world of Bradborough’s factories, the scarlet tongues of flame from her furnaces, forging war.


“I’m glad to have been able to help you,” said Digby. “You have brought me face to face with the practical, when I should otherwise have been merely theorizing after a well-digested dinner. If you have need of further help, and very likely in the future you will be looking for work, write to me. I have a number of irons in the fire, and able men are hard to come by in these days. How can I communicate with you?”


Brown wrote an address on a slip of paper.


“That is where I thought of staying in Wales,” he said, “while my boy is on leave. I can’t ever thank you sufficiently, Mr. Digby. Everything was against me, appearances, and my own story, but you have the Englishman’s spirit of adventure that has made this country what it is. There is one little thing which I can do. I see you are interested in oil propositions. I’ll give you a sure tip. Sell your Roumanian holdings, if you have any, and the sooner the better. Good-bye! I’ll return the hat, the coat, and the umbrella.”


He held out his hand with confidence; there was both gratitude and strength of purpose in his grasp.


“Good-bye,” said Mr. Digby; and the man was gone.


 “A most extraordinary journey,” he said, when, after paying for his ticket, he at last made his way down the crowded platform, “and a most extraordinary companion.”


The night air was chilly and the rain was falling steadily on the flagged pavement. Bradborough in February was as dismal as ever; but Bradborough was home. Mr. Digby stepped out cheerfully.


“I wonder if I shall ever see my coat and umbrella again,” he said.


They came by post in two neat parcels three days later, and their coming was regarded by Mr. Digby as in the nature of a sign. He disposed of his holdings in the Anglo-Roumanian Oil Corporation, and, after a generous donation to the London Society for the Conversion of the Jews, which was additional to his annual subscription, he invested the proceeds in the new issue of Palmer, Eckhard, and Levinstein’s five per cent Debentures.


For six months, however, he waited in vain for news of his companion on that adventurous night. Had he succeeded, he often wondered, in eluding the police, in meeting his wife, and in seeing his son? The old bachelor, sitting alone by his fire in the evening, tried to picture a union that he would never know.


At last one morning he received a letter from Germany. It came in an English envelope, stamped with an English stamp, bearing an English postmark.




Dear Mr. Digby,


I really don’t know how to apologize to you for the necessary deception which I practised on you that night in February last. If you had read the papers which the previous occupants had left in the carriage, I should never have succeeded. In The Illustrated London Mirror, upon which I sat during most of the journey, there was a portrait of Captain Paul Semmelweiss, of the raider “Seevogel,” who two days before was reported to have escaped from Carrington Hall. The half-dozen lines of abbreviated biography which appeared beneath it are approximately correct. It is true that I married an Englishwoman – the best wife man ever had – and I have always fought clean. If I remember rightly, the words “The Gentlemanly Hun” appeared above my portrait. “The Gentlemanly German” would have secured the alliteration so dear to your Southbourne press, and would have avoided the use of an offensive epithet. When I entered your carriage, disaster seemed to await me. An hour before, my pocket-book, which contained all the money I had, was stolen. While you were finishing your chop, I seriously considered the possibility of throwing you out of the window; but, though I was ravenously hungry, I share my wife’s distaste for gorgonzola, and the biscuits alone were not sufficient to tempt me.


Then I noticed the books you were reading. They confirmed the impression of kindly, yet shrewd, benevolence which I had gathered from a closer perusal of your face. Uncertain as to how I was to act, I took up one of the magazines that littered my seat. From it I got the plot of my story. It was called “The Home-Coming of Phillip,” and was quite shockingly sentimental – your race’s overpowering vice – Phillip coming home to his mother, who had kept him in entire ignorance of his father’s imprisonment, and bringing with him, if you please, his fiancée, a Red Cross Nurse, whom he had met in the Gloucester Hospital. What a typically English touch!


I hated to deceive you, because I felt that I might have queered the pitch for the next comer, who might deserve more of your Christian charity than I ever did. But my wife thanks you from the bottom of her heart – I told you she would – and my son, whose arrival I so anxiously expected and whose photograph I enclose, has been called Phillip Digby. When my friends ask me what Digby means, I tell them that it was the name of the finest English merchantman I ever sank.





“A typically German touch,” said Athelstan Digby; and then he looked at the photograph of the laughing baby, which showed no signs of any fat-shortage.


“The jolly little Hun!” he sighed.





 


TWO STRINGS TO THEIR BOW




Mr. Digby sat on the Board of the Bradborough Reformatory; not the board erected by the main gate, which made a mute and ineffective appeal for subscriptions; such a position would have been undignified, although the boys occasionally assumed it, in order to command with pea-shooters their enemies in Carlton Lane. The board that Mr. Digby sat on was the Board of Management. They met twice a month for a few minutes, which he in his capacity of honorary secretary subsequently signed.


But his interest in the Reformatory did not end there. In the words in which the Annual Report referred to the matron, Mrs. Maquiness, he took a real interest in the boys. It dated from a February afternoon ten years before, when the great dam by the leather works in Fetter Lane was frozen, and those who had skates were busy refusing the loan of them to those who had not. The ice on the dam was black and ringing beneath a blanket of powdery snow, which a dozen boys from the Reformatory were busy sweeping, casting envious eyes on the skaters as they swept. Mr. Digby watched the scene from the bank. There came an interval when the brooms were laid down, and the boys blowing on their mittened fingers, started to slide. Then one of them discovered with a shout of joy a solitary discarded skate. There were no straps and the skate appeared to be a very large one, but with the ingenuity of youth, the ringleader lashed it to his boot with string. Five minutes later four little Reformatory boys, arm in arm, inextricably linked, were firmly convinced of the fact that they were skating, and that skating was the best fun in the world.


“It has its amusing side,” said Mr. Digby as he crossed the ice and gave them each sixpence; “as well as its pathetic,” he added, as he picked himself up, after falling unexpectedly backwards.


“I think perhaps I ought to do something to help those boys,” he said to himself, as he made his way homeward in the dusk.


Shortly afterwards a vacancy occurred on the Board of Management of the Reformatory, and when the vicar urged him to allow his name to stand, he did not refuse.


For ten years Mr. Digby had served the Reformatory well. In the autumn he sent from the market barrels of red-faced Tasmanian apples; in summer there were hampers of gooseberries and baskets full of strawberries. Once a year at Christmas there was an entertainment, a cinematograph or a ventriloquist. The headmaster spoke on each occasion of their indebtedness to an anonymous benefactor of the institution. Everyone knew that he meant “the old cove with the side whiskers what lives in Ellesmere Terrace.”


There were other ways too in which Mr. Digby helped. He had found jobs in his own mill for many a boy; he had gone bail; he had given his name as reference; he had comforted broken-hearted mothers; he had rebuked the zeal of over-conscientious constables. Nobby Clarke and James Buncle were his old Reformatory friends. Nobby it was who had discovered that one skate was sufficient for four boys, and James had been one of the four. In those days, whether they were quarrelling or not, the two were inseparable. When they left the School to go out into the world (the phrase, again, was the headmaster’s; Nobby and James had always been out there) they never lost sight of each other for long. Athelstan Digby formed their greatest common measure.


It was a morning in June. All was quiet on the western front. Mr. Digby laid down his paper and turned to his correspondence. He carefully opened the envelope with his paper knife, glanced at the contents of the company prospectuses as he ate his porridge, and from the letters singled out the two which seemed most likely to assimilate with the eggs and bacon.


“From James Buncle,” he read, “A.B., Mess 17, H.M.S. Tabasco, c/o G.P.O.”



Dear Sir,


I am taking the pleasure of writing to you, hoping that this finds you as it leaves me. The weather here has been the limit. I wonder what sort of weather you have been having at Bradborough. I am expecting to come home on draft leave at the beginning of next week, and will give myself the pleasure of calling on you, if convenient. As I expect you know, my young lady, Miss Sitwell, is in service with you. I am not happy about her on account of Nobby Clarke, that lad with the ginger hair (him that was my chum) writing to her and sending her his photo, which he has no reason to do. They tell me he will be home from France next week, and, my word, if we meet, I will have something to say to him which he will not like. I ask you, sir, to see fair play, and not to let him hang round your house. He is a bad lot, and I pity the girl that marries him. Hoping, sir, that you will not let an absent sailor be imposed upon,


Yours respectfully, as I have to go on watch,


James Buncle.


P.S. I will punch his bleeding head, when I see him. What sort of weather are you having in Bradborough? It is rotten here, more like Christmas than June.




The word “bleeding” had been crossed out twice.


“Dear me!” said Mr. Digby, “so that pretty little kitchen-maid of mine has been making bad blood between Porthos and Aramis. This will never do! Let’s see what Nobby Clarke has to say on the matter.”


“W. Clarke,” he read, “No. 12187, Caterpillar Section, Attached 987 Siege Battery, R.F.A., B.E.F., France.”


Royal Field Artillery, British Expeditionary Force



Dear Mr. Digby,


No doubt you will be extremely surprised to receive a letter from me. Please excuse the pencil, as I’ve got no ink. The cigarettes came all right. My word! You should have seen how envious the boys were! I hear that Jim Buncle, that lad what joined the navy a month after I joined up, is coming home on leave. My name is down for leave in ten days’ time. He has been writing to the young lady with whom I correspond, Miss Sitwell, who cooks for you, and has sent her a photograph of himself – tinted. I have written to him twice to tell him that his attentions are objectionable to me and will not be tolerated; and I have Miss Sitwell’s authority for this, as he shall find out when we meet. If he comes before I get leave, I have told her to have nothing to say to him. We all know what sailors are. They are proverbial. Trusting that you will forbid him the house and grounds,


Yours faithfully,


William Clarke.


He had better look out. I will tell him what I think of him when we meet.





Mr. Digby poured himself out a second cup of coffee and rang the bell.


At this period Mr. Digby’s household consisted of three servants, Mrs. Wilkinson, the cook, Alice, the house-parlour-maid, and Gladys (for the first time that morning he realised that her name was Sitwell), the kitchen-maid.


Mr. Digby placed implicit trust in Mrs. Wilkinson, who spoiled him, in the ordinary meaning of the word as well as in the sense in which a kind-hearted Israelite might have been said to have spoiled the Egyptians. Her cookery, if not strictly rational, was admirable. Like all good cooks, she was stout. She seldom left the kitchen or the small housekeeper’s room which adjoined it; but her influence pervaded the house. Mr. Digby felt sure, especially at meal times, that her influence was for good.


Alice too, in her sphere, was capable and hard-working. She never dusted the table in his study; his slippers were always placed ready for him when he returned from business; the morning papers were carefully warmed before the fire. Spring-cleaning never took the form of a sudden irresistible offensive, but was a long-drawn-out campaign that lasted throughout the year, a campaign in which imperceptible but valuable progress was made by constant nibbling at awkward salients; though there were occasions when the monotony was broken by daring daylight raids under cover of an impenetrable dust-screen.


Of the presence of Gladys, Mr. Digby had been almost unconscious. He knew, however, that she usually washed up the dishes, that her voice was a not unpleasing soprano, and that her selection of songs, both sacred and secular, was very large.


It was Alice who answered the bell.


“Tell Mrs. Wilkinson I should like to speak to her,” he said; “you can clear away later.”


“I hope,” said Mrs. Wilkinson, “that the bacon was to your fancy, sir. It was not altogether what I should have liked, but the quality we get from Mr. Higgins is something cruel.”


“The bacon was excellent,” Mr. Digby answered. “I wanted to speak to you about Gladys.” He coughed nervously. “I understand she is an orphan. She has few friends to advise her, and consequently we are in a position of unusual responsibility. I hope, Mrs. Wilkinson, that you will give her the benefit of you experience from time to time, as occasion may arise.”


“Is it about young men?” asked Mrs. Wilkinson, hitting the nail on the head with a disconcerting abruptness.


“It is,” said Mr. Digby.


“If I was her,” said Mrs. Wilkinson, “I’d take young Clarke. He’s steady; and though some people don’t like that coloured hair, I don’t see myself that it’s an objection. Now Alice is all for the other young fellow; but, as I say to her, a sailor has a reputation to live up to. Handy I grant her they are, and tidy too in their ways. There’s the difference in the separation allowance to be considered as well.”


Mr. Digby began to wonder if he had not made a mistake in speaking of the matter to his housekeeper. Perhaps he would have done better to have interviewed Gladys. If she had not been so very young, he would not have hesitated to do so.


“All I want of you,” he said, “is to let Gladys know that matrimony is a serious matter, not to be entered upon lightly. I don’t know how far things have progressed, but I hope she realises that the happiness of others is concerned as well as her own.”


“That is what I say to Alice,” remarked Mrs. Wilkinson. “There’s always the other party to consider. I’ve never held with playing fast and loose.”


“That,” said Mr. Digby, as he gazed upon the stout and placid figure of his housekeeper, “I can well believe. All I want of you is to put yourself in her place. She is young and thoughtless, and I know there is a certain fascination in the uniform to some people.”


“Especially kilts,” said Mrs. Wilkinson, “though to my mind they’re ridiculous.”


As he walked down to the mill on the sunny side of the road, Mr. Digby wondered what reply he should make to the two letters of the morning. He did not regard the quarrel between Nobby Clarke and Jim Buncle very seriously. They had always quarrelled. Nobby usually was the last to fall out, Jim the first to climb down. But this was a different matter. Never before had there been a woman in the case. God took a bone (of contention) from Adam’s side and called it Eve; but the disguise was only skin-deep, and a bone of contention her daughters have ever remained. So, at least, thought Mr. Digby on that June morning. It would almost seem that he in some period of his sixty years had been in love.


Later in the day, when the sunshine had driven the cynical humour from his blood, he answered the two letters. He offered his services as a referee. Though he did not approve altogether of the match, he was prepared to lend his ground. He asked them both to an early supper on the following Thursday week. That would be at the beginning of their leave, and he appealed to the honour of Nobby Clarke and James Buncle not to see each other or Miss Sitwell until then. As a matter of fact, he wrote “Gladys.” He was unaccustomed to think of the little kitchen-maid as Miss Sitwell; and as a result he had to rewrite the whole letter.


Thursday evening came, and with it Nobby Clarke, red-haired and freckled, as fit as a fiddle, though no one could have accused him of being highly strung, and as sound as a drum, with the grin of irresistible good humour on his face and a handgrip that made Mr. Digby wince.


“This is a real pleasure, Clarke, meeting you after nearly two years.”


“It’s not so bad,” said Nobby, “seeing the old place again. How is everybody?”


Mr. Digby was proceeding to give him the information he required, when there came a second ring at the door, followed by Alice’s announcement of “Mr. James Buncle.”


“Ah!” said Mr. Digby, “I’m delighted to see you, James. I was hoping you would not forget to call. You two don’t require any introduction.”


“We don’t,” said Nobby, “and don’t want one either.”


“We don’t want no introduction,” said Jim, “but I want a few words with him all the same. I know all about his little goings-on, and they’ve got to stop.”


“Come, come,” interrupted Mr. Digby, “you are not the first friends who have fallen out over a woman; and, unless their nature changes, you will not be the last. Why not be reasonable? Clarke, you sit here, and Buncle, take this chair, and we’ll talk the matter over. There may be right on both sides.”


“But she can’t be in love with us both.”


“She may not be in love with either of you,” said Mr. Digby drily.


An expression of amazed incredulity came into each man’s face.


“You don’t believe me,” he went on. “Well, the only thing is to put the matter to the test. You had better each have half an hour’s interview with the young lady.”


“Very well,” said Buncle, rising from his seat and making for the door. “I’m quite agreeable.”


“Not so fast!” exclaimed Clarke. “Who told you to go first?”


“The senior service,” Buncle answered calmly.


“The senior service, and you joined up six months after I did! That’s logic, that is! What did father do in the Great War? Chipped paint from a blooming battleship and lost himself in the northern mists till it was all over. But I’ll toss you as to who goes first.”


“I think,” said Mr. Digby tentatively, “that if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather you didn’t toss. Somehow I don’t like the idea. Now there are some paper spills in that jar on the mantelpiece. One has to economise in matches nowadays, you know. How would it be if you were each to take one, and agree that the one who draws the longer should interview the young lady first. Don’t you think that seems better than tossing for it?”


Jim Buncle won by a good half inch.


“And now,” said Mr. Digby, when he had left the room, “let me hear more about yourself. You’ve had your fair share of fighting, I gather. You told me in your letters all about Hill 60 and Loos. Where have you been lately?”


Nobby Clarke began to talk, reluctantly at first, and as he talked, the war came into the little study in Ellesmere Terrace, not the glorified war seen through the rosy-tinted spectacles of the newspaper correspondent, but naked, crude reality, stench and lice, festering wounds and utter weariness, dead friends buried in mangled villages, lost battalions of laughing lads that now were ghosts.


“But we’ll finish the business, since we’re in it,” he said. “The Germans won’t raise hell again. As long as there’s the navy we’re all right. You hear people ask sometimes what they are doing. Jim Buncle’s done his bit anyhow. I’ve crossed the Channel four times, I know all about the sea.”


“It’s time you put your case before Miss Sitwell,” said Mr. Digby, looking at the clock. “You know your way downstairs, and when you see Buncle, shake hands with him and tell him that I want to hear how he has been faring the last nine months.”


Slowly the clock on the mantelpiece ticked out the minutes, but no Buncle came. There was peace at least in the underworld, broken, if peace can ever be said to be broken by mirth, with laughter, that, as time went on, became more and more frequent.


Mr. Digby drummed on the table with his fingers impatiently. The laughter was almost verging on the unseemly; he wondered what Mrs. Wilkinson was doing. He thought on the whole it would be best to ring the bell, but when the bell was rung, nothing happened.


Mr. Digby’s patience was exhausted. He got up, and, for the first time that year, descended into the basement. His knock on the kitchen door was drowned in a wave of laughter. Mr. Digby, feeling unusually nervous, turned the handle and walked in. At one side of the kitchen-table, which was spread for tea, sat Alice; James Buncle’s arm was around her waist. Nobby Clarke and Mrs. Wilkinson sat opposite them. Their attitude would have been the same, but his arm was only half round. That was Mrs. Wilkinson’s fault; she could not help it.


Mr. Digby’s presence suddenly made itself felt. All four rose from their seats.


“I rang the bell half an hour ago,” he said. “Since no one answered it, I was obliged to come myself. Clarke and Buncle, I am glad to see that you are friends again. But where, if I may ask, is Gladys – I mean Miss Sitwell?”


“It’s Thursday evening, sir,” said Mrs. Wilkinson. “Thursday is always Gladys’s night out.”    





 


LYING WIRES




Eldred Digby, Athelstan Digby’s younger brother, had retired in early middle-age from his business of blanket manufacturer to live the life of a country gentleman at Burton Pomeroy, an East Riding market-town, that lay forgotten at the foot of the wolds.


A thorough-going Radical, with a real genius for statistics, a capable organizer and man of affairs, pugnacious, unadaptable, a leader of Nonconformity, who studied theology as a hobby, and who as a result could have outflanked or carried by storm the whole of the archidiaconate, he was as much at home in his surroundings as an advertisement of his own blankets would have been in the pages of Country Life.


A weakness of the lungs had first sent him into exile. He had bought Burton Pomeroy Hall, not on account of its Jacobean fireplaces and old oak wainscotting, but because it stood on gravel and faced south and was near enough to the railway station for him to hear distinctly the sound of the trains.


Eldred Digby did not hunt; on the contrary, he wired his fences. He did not shoot; he was a vegetarian, who disbelieved in the efficacy of vaccination, and the morality of vivisection. Captain Aislaby, of the Grange, whose conversation was usually restricted to the commonplace, had never once said that the man was no sportsman; such an observation, even to Captain Aislaby, would have appeared too obvious.


Captain Aislaby was all that Eldred Digby was not. He rode to hounds; he bred hackneys [horses
], investing the profits, when there were profits, in brewery shares. In politics he was a Conservative. On Sundays he accepted the necessity of attending church as wholesome discipline, though he disliked the parsons who inflicted it upon him. He enjoyed a game of billiards; Eldred Digby played chess. He drank port, and his headaches were in the morning. Eldred, a teetotaller and a somewhat immoderate eater, usually had his headaches at night. Though the two men did not actively dislike each other, they lived in worlds apart. Blackwood’s Magazine formed the background of Captain Aislaby’s England, the Methodist Reader the foreground of Eldred Digby’s.


Athelstan Digby was not a frequent visitor to Burton Pomeroy Hall. His brother’s character was too hard and angular to inspire real affection; his sister-in-law was too voluble, too fussy, to compensate for the peaceful freedom of his own bachelor life. When he came for a long weekend, it was either at a time when his niece Prudence was home for the holidays, or when the flowers in the rock garden at the Hall were in bloom. He was very fond of Prudence, though he disliked her name. Captain Aislaby used to say that she had been called after the Insurance Company of which Eldred Digby was a director and which was open only to total abstainers; but it was the virtue of prudence that had given her the name; that and the fact that it had belonged to Mrs. Digby’s mother, old Mrs. Hebblethwaite.


In the summer of 1914 Athelstan Digby had taken no holiday, and it was not until mid-September that he was able to snatch a few days to run down to Burton Pomeroy. He arrived on a Saturday afternoon. Prue met him at the station.


“I’ve come in the dogcart, uncle,” she said, “but let’s walk back. Mother has some callers I don’t want to see, and we’ve lots of time. It’s a jolly good thing you’re staying over Monday. You’ll be able to take me to the circus.”


“Do you mean to say you have such dissipations in a little town like this? Why, we haven’t had a circus in Bradborough for nearly a year!”


“This is just a visiting one,” Prue explained; “but it’s splendid. It came here three months ago and even father went. They’ve got the sweetest little lion cubs, and merry-go-rounds, and switchbacks, and things; and there’s a Madame Politza, who walks on a tight-rope, and a perfectly wonderful performing monkey, called Mac. They had a huge, big marquee in the Priory field that belongs to Captain Aislaby, with a tight-rope ever so high above the ground. Madame Politza offers to wheel anyone along it in a wheelbarrow, provided they don’t weigh more than seven stone. And then above the wire she walks on there’s another, along which Mac, the monkey, goes on a sort of imitation motorcycle with a real horn which he hoots when he’s half-way across. Above him there’s another wire. The two dearest little parakeets perform on it. One wheels the other across in a bathchair.”


“All this,” said Mr. Digby, “sounds very interesting.”


“It is indeed; and you will get tickets, won’t you, uncle? You see, I’m afraid father won’t want to go a second time, and mother says she doesn’t enjoy it, because she’s afraid Madame Politza will fall, and she says the fat woman’s vulgar. You can get seats in the front row for two shillings, and children under fourteen are half-price. I’m not fourteen yet, you know.”


“We must get two tickets,” said Mr. Digby. “I wonder if they have a giant. I used to be very fond of giants when I was a boy. Ah! there is a handbill. – Daniel Byron’s Royal Circus. Mac, the Marvellous Monkey. Politza, the Wire Queen. A Scream from start to finish. – (Everybody expects her to fall, I suppose). Three Jingling Jigsaws. – (“they are awfully poor,” said Prue). Klack, the Clumsy Clown. – (“Quite good,” said Prue; “he breaks plates.”) Eva Evans, London’s Favourite Comedienne: Mendez, the Spanish Minstrel. – (“He plays a violin with his toes, and accompanies himself on the concertina, and sings all at once. He’s splendid.”) – Well, there’s no giant but it’s a carefully selected programme. We’ll go, Prue. It’s thirty years since I’ve been to a circus.”


“Yes,” said Eldred Digby, when five minutes after their arrival at the Hall Prue breathlessly broached the question, “if your uncle is willing to take you, you can go, provided that there is a performance at all. At the present moment I doubt whether there will be. It appears that we are fighting for freedom abroad, but at home we trample on her. The petty tyrannies of the countryside are almost unbelievable, Athelstan. I am glad you came when you did, if only to witness this act of stupid selfishness on Aislaby’s part.”


“What’s the trouble now?” Athelstan asked. “I suppose you have been shooting a fox or have been objecting to the renewal of some inn’s license. Really, Eldred, you weren’t born for a country life.”


“Nonsense! The country’s what it is, because they haven’t got men with backbone enough to stand up against their parsons and squires. Captain Aislaby, as Lord of the Manor, has certain nominal rights over the Priory field, where all these shows are held. Three months ago he didn’t raise the slightest objection to the circus using it. Now, when everything has been arranged, when their vans and paraphernalia may arrive at any time, tonight he calmly announces that if they want their performance to be held, they must go elsewhere. I am no defender of these circuses – I think their general tendency is on the whole immoral – but liberty is liberty. It’s the principle of the thing that one must lose weight of. I—”


“Darling,” said Mrs. Digby, “there is no need to get excited. Prudence, dear, pass your father’s cup.”


“I won’t have any more tea, and the toast is abominable. As I was saying, Athelstan, these petty tyrannies of the countryside make one despair of England. The proprietor of the circus has just been up to ask whether the show can take place in the Low Field.”


“I hope, darling,” said Mrs. Digby, “that you won’t allow it. The noise so late at night will be very trying.”


“I shall have to allow it. I have no alternative. The circus is the livelihood of these people. We have absolutely no right to stand in their way.”


“Then,” said Prue to her uncle, “we shall go after all.”


On Sunday morning Eldred Digby drove off in the dogcart to Little Walton, where he was to preach at the new chapel.


“I’ll leave Prudence in your charge, Athelstan,” he said. “Fanny won’t be down before lunch; her lumbago has been troubling her again. The service at the Baptist chapel begins at half-past ten; or, if you liked, you could walk across the fields to Burton Magna.”


“Or,” said Prue, as they watched the dogcart disappear down the drive, “if we liked we needn’t go to chapel at all, and you could take me to see how the circus is getting on. I expect father might be rather cross. We could set out for Burton Magna though, and you could lose your way.”


The Low Field was a busy scene. The big marquee, with the tight-rope above it, along which Madame Politza took her daily walk, was up already. Round it were smaller tents for the side-shows, with an outer ring of vans.


“That’s where they keep the animals,” said Prue. “Listen! you can hear them growling. Do let’s go and look at them. I’m sure the circus people won’t mind.”


Mr. Digby found the proprietor with his back against the centre post of the merry-go-round, smoking a cigar. He was a big man, with a cheerful red face and a series of double chins that slid down his neck until they disappeared beneath an immense white cravat. Athelstan explained who he was and why he had brought his niece.


“You’re very welcome to look round, Mr. Digby,” said the showman. “I’m sure I don’t know what we should have done if your brother hadn’t allowed us to use this field. All our bills were out, and the public doesn’t like to be disappointed. So the young lady remembers he last visit? We’ll start with the lions; they are always a favourite.”


Prue spent an hour of ecstatic enjoyment. She fed the cubs; she stroked the heads of the performing parakeets; she was introduced to Mr. Jones, the clown, who wasn’t at all funny – (“I expect because it’s Sunday,” she said); she clambered on to the backs of the horses in the merry-go-round; and watched the marvellous Mac smoke a cigarette which Mr. Byron gave him.


“Is there anything else you would like to see?” he asked.


“Yes,” said Prue, “I’d like to go inside one of those funny caravans where you sleep.”


“Certainly, miss! If you wait a minute here, I’ll just see that everything is straight and tidy.”


He climbed up the steps of the largest van, which stood by the marquee, and after a minute or two came back and told them to follow him. Everything inside was extraordinarily neat. There were lockers, and a little desk for writing; the bed was like a cabin bunk; and at the far end was a little kitchen.


“It’s just lovely!” she said. “Why, you’ve even got electric light!”


“Yes,” said the showman, “I’m really rather proud of my little caravan. Things have changed since the days of the old travelling circus. I make my own electric light here. We get the power from the engines. They draw the vans while we’re on the road, and turn the merry-go-rounds when we’ve pitched our camp. There’s nothing like being self-contained. The only thing that I’m dependent on others for is a suitable pitch. With Captain Aislaby cutting up rough at the last I’d have been in an awkward corner if Mr. Digby hadn’t helped me out.”


“It looks an excellent show,” said Athelstan. “My niece and I are looking forward to seeing the performance tomorrow evening. But, speaking as one business man to another, I’m rather surprised that you don’t advertise more.”


“Well, to tell you the truth, Mr. Digby, I’m feeling my way. I only took over the concern three months ago. So far I’ve been working on the idea that if you give a really good show, the advertising will look after itself; but I’m not sure that you’re not right after all.”


“I like your atlas,” said Prue, who had been busy looking round. “It’s better than the one we use at school.”


“I dare say it is, miss; and if you’d take my advice, don’t neglect geography. It’s a useful science, as someday you’ll find out, when you start on your travels. But that won’t be for a long time yet. I don’t expect I shall be on the road then.”


“Come, Prue, we must be off,” said Mr. Digby. “Many thanks, Mr. Byron, for such an interesting morning.”


“Now I wonder what father will say,” said Prue, as they walked across the park.


Eldred took their delinquency in good spirit. The dinner was unusually well cooked, and both Athelstan and Prue were punctual. He understood that they both wished to attend the evening service.


Athelstan Digby for some years had been in the habit of waking early. Though elderly, he was a philosopher, and willingly exchanged a dreamless sleep for the beauties of an early dawn.


At six on Monday morning the birds had already called him. Getting out of bed, he threw open the windows (Mr. Digby had a mid-Victorian suspicion of draughts) and took long breaths of the crisp September air. The sun was shining brightly on a garden silvered with the lightest of hoar frosts. He determined that he would take a walk before breakfast. Down the autumn border he paced, where Michaelmas daisies and phlox stood shivering, purple with cold, in front of the flaming red-hot pokers, through the rose garden that Mr. Digby had planned the year before, across the sunk fence into the park. “I shouldn’t be at all surprised,” he said to himself, “to find mushrooms.”


Instead of mushrooms he found Prue.


“It’s no good, uncle,” she said, “there aren’t any. I’ve been right down to the Midhope pastures and came back by the low field. There were heaps down there last week, but I expect the frost has put a stop to them. Guess what I’ve got though.”


“Wet feet and a cold in the head.”


“Of course not. Guess again.”


“Rosy cheeks and an appetite for breakfast.”


“I’ve always got those. No, look! Two dead swallows! I found them by the big circus marquee, quite cold.”


“So that’s where you’ve been. Poor little beggars! They don’t seem to have been injured in any way. I suppose it must have been last night’s frost. But who is this coming, Prue?”


“It’s Captain Aislaby. He’s always trying to pull my leg. I can’t wait, though. I’ve got to groom the pony before breakfast. Do you mind if I leave the swallows with you? I’ll bury them properly later in the morning.”


“Tell me,” said Captain Aislaby, when they had talked together for some time, “do you know anything about this circus for which your brother has lent the Low Field?”


“I’m not well versed in these matters, but I should describe it as a first-rate show of its kind. Prue calls it perfectly ripping. We’re hoping to go this evening.”


“Then there’s nothing else that has struck you in connection with it?”


“Well,” said Mr. Digby, “I shouldn’t quite say that. I was thinking only yesterday that it is a surprising thing to meet so big a show in a place the size of Burton Pomeroy, and I told Byron himself that he would do better to spend more money on advertising.”


“And what did he say to that, may I ask?”


“That he had only recently acquired the business, and that he was hoping it would advertise itself.”


“H’m!” said Aislaby dubiously. “There was nothing else?”


“No, except that the whole equipment seemed to be extraordinarily good.”


“Exactly,” said the other. “And now, if you’ll allow me, I’ll tell you some of the things about this business that have struck me as being rather unusual. In the first place, we have this circus visiting Burton twice in three months. It is, as you say, splendidly equipped. There’s money behind it; and yet this man Byron seems content to go on losing hand over fist. He must be losing. The thing is obvious. Then there is this tight-rope stunt. It’s a first-class turn, of course; but, as a turn, there are a great many things to be said against it. It’s in the open air to begin with; and the rope is so high that the public can see everything that is happening without paying a single penny for admission.”


“I don’t quite see what you are driving at,” said Mr. Digby, perplexedly.


“I don’t quite know myself,” Captain Aislaby answered; “but I’ve taken the trouble to find out the itinerary of Byron’s circus during the last three months. They’ve kept to a string of Yorkshire and Lincolnshire towns within twenty miles or so of the coast. You don’t know these towns as I do. They are fast asleep; dreaming of Germans, if you like, but you may be sure that they realise they are dreaming. Now that tight-rope…”


“Ah!” said Mr. Digby, “I’m beginning to see what you are driving at.”


“You have an excuse straight away for your aerials,” Aislaby continued. “You have an excuse for your dynamos. Byron uses steam traction to draw his vans. He uses the same engines for lighting the show and for working the merry-go-rounds. I know next to nothing about wireless, but I should say you could have a plant there, installed under the very eyes of the police, that could easily keep in touch with German submarines in the North Sea.”


Mr. Digby burst out laughing.


“It’s not at your hypothesis,” he explained; “but I’ve just remembered that my little niece, Prue, God bless her, tells me that the monkey that walks along the middle wire is dressed up as John Bull. We take it as a compliment, when it might really be the dirty humour of the Lustige Blätter [a German satirical magazine]. Isn’t that typical of England?”


“Do you think there is anything in my idea, then?” asked Aislaby.


“I think,” said Mr. Digby, “that it is a very plausible theory, and it certainly explains these.”


He put his hand into his coat and took out the two dead swallows.


“Prue found them,” he said, “this morning close to the big marquee. I suppose if this man is a spy, he will send his messages by night. These birds must have been electrocuted. Certainly they have not been shot, and they don’t appear to be injured in any way. I thought at first it was last night’s frost.”


“It’s the luckiest bit of circumstantial evidence we’ve found so far,” exclaimed Captain Aislaby. “But what are we to do now? I can’t go to the local police with a tale like this. They’d only laugh at me.”


The problem certainly was anything but simple. The police, as Athelstan Digby observed, would very properly refuse to manufacture a German spy out of two dead swallows and a tight-rope. If, however, wireless messages were being sent, someone on this side would be tapping them and trying to trace their source. Who would that someone be? What official in what department of what office would it be necessary to approach?


“It’s time we both had breakfast,” said Aislaby at last. “No, I won’t come with you. Your brother and I don’t exactly hit it off. He thinks, you know, that I’ve been playing the village autocrat in not giving Byron the use of my field, whereas I did it to see how it would affect Byron’s plans, and to watch what the fellow would do. He lost no time, anyhow, in running up his tight-ropes on his new pitch. I think the best thing we can do is to wait. You go to the show this evening, as you have planned. I’ll nose round. It seems to me that the great thing in an affair of this kind is to avoid being premature. We want to bag the lot. Byron’s not the only one concerned in the matter.”


Mr. Digby ate his breakfast in silence with an excellent appetite, while Eldred over his grape-nuts expounded a theory he had recently adopted for stopping future wars by the repudiation of national debts.


The opening performance of Daniel Byron’s Travelling Circus made Monday to Prue, a red-letter day. She and her uncle had entered the ground a quarter of an hour before Madame Politza and the marvellous Mac performed on the wire, while half of Burton Pomeroy looked on from the wrong side of the turnstiles.


“I don’t think it’s very fair,” she said. “There’s Mrs. Jones and Mrs. Conway. I’m quite sure they can afford to pay, if they want.”


Prue rode on the merry-go-rounds, while Mr. Digby weighed himself on an automatic machine. Prue threw sticks at Aunt Sally for coconuts; Mr. Digby patronised the less strenuous hoopla and won an embarrassing prize of a China shepherdess dancing on a field of green velvet. Later they sat in the very front row of the great marquee. Klack, the clumsy clown, did irreparable damage to plates and saucers, while somewhere in the back seats the kitchen-maid at the Hall sat fascinated. Mendez, the moody Spanish minstrel, introspectively accompanied himself in his one-man orchestra; Eva Evans, in her latest London success, repeatedly asked Mr. Digby if he wished to spoon with her; the Three Jingling Jigsaws emphatically declared their intention of marching immediately on Berlin. The performance went without a hitch; but there was no sign of Daniel Byron.


As they made their way out of the tent at the conclusion of the performance, Mr. Digby caught sight of the short, horsey figure of Captain Aislaby elbowing his way towards them in the crowd.


“Good evening, Digby,” he said, “I’d like a few words with you, if I may. You are going up to the Hall? Perhaps, Prudence, you wouldn’t mind going on ahead, while I speak with your uncle.”


“What’s the news?” said Athelstan.


“The news,” said Captain Aislaby, “is that I passed Daniel Byron, seated with your brother in his car scarcely an hour ago. They must have been going a good thirty miles an hour, and if I hadn’t skidded, I’d have been in the ditch. Byron was driving. What the devil does it mean? You got my note, I suppose?”


“No,” said Mr. Digby, “I have received no note or letter of any sort. What did it say?”


“I merely scribbled a few lines to let you know that, on thinking the matter over, I had determined not to leave that rascally showman undisturbed; that you could do what you liked, but that I was going off to Yorborough to try and get in touch with the right authorities there. I didn’t know your Christian name, so I sent it by messenger addressed to Mr. Digby, Junior.”


“But that’s Eldred,” said Athelstan. “He’s nearly six years younger than I am.”


“Then it’s my mistake, of course; but how the deuce was I to know it? It’s his manner, I suppose. He must have taken the note as a direct challenge and gone straight to Byron with it. After all, it doesn’t matter. I washed my hands of the whole business after the way they treated me at Yorborough. They were exceedingly polite, thanked me profusely, and informed me that the matter would be inquired into. I could see they didn’t believe a word of what I said.”


“We must make allowances for the absence of imagination in the official mind,” said Mr. Digby. “But come up to the Hall and have some supper. If Eldred is not already back, Mrs. Digby may be able to tell us where he went.”


Mrs. Digby, with embarrassed politeness, was indeed able to give them the information they required. With some difficulty she explained that her husband had thought it right to let Mr. Byron know that Captain Aislaby was determined to do all he could to hinder him. The circus proprietor had thanked him, explaining that in the practice of his calling he was accustomed to meet with prejudice. Her husband had then assured him of his help, if at any time it should be required; and, by a strange coincidence, Mr. Byron had come up to the Hall a couple of hours later to claim the fulfilment of his promise. It seemed that he had heard by telegram of the sudden illness of his wife. There was no train from Burton Pomeroy, but by motoring to Hocklington he could just manage to catch the express. Her husband, Mrs. Digby said, had left with the car soon after four.


Captain Aislaby courteously declined her invitation to await his return. In his own mind he was uncertain whether Eldred Digby would return at all.


It was nearly twelve when Athelstan, who had undertaken to sit up for his brother, heard the car draw up on the gravel drive.


“Sorry to have been so late,” said Eldred, as he threw off his coat, “but I had no end of trouble with the tyres on the way back. Byron, poor fellow, is a most interesting man. I found that he shares my views in regard to vivisection. He is a true animal-lover. His wife, it seems, was taken suddenly ill with diphtheria, and he is most anxious to prevent the doctors treating her with antitoxin. Statistics show that…”


“It is after midnight,” interrupted Athelstan. “Eldred, you are a bigger fool than I took you for. You owe Captain Aislaby an apology, and some time tomorrow I will see that you pay it.”


Eldred looked up with surprise from his glass of milk and digestive biscuit, as Athelstan wished him a “good-night,” which for mid-September was unusually cold.





 


THE INCORRIGIBLE MR. BULMER




The Bradborough Conservative Club, though insolvent, was select; the Bradborough Liberal Club was solvent and thoroughly democratic; the Bradborough Club, which knew no politics, combined the best of both. It had stolen Falotti, the Conservatives’ chef, whose curried prawns were as famous as his curried favours were infamous, and had seduced Wilkinson, the Liberals’ hall-porter – the unique Wilkinson, rotund and rubicund – who knew all about your present and future and nothing at all about your past, who made Mr. Marshall himself forget that his father’s name was Levinstein, who almost persuaded Sir Henry Tatham that he had been born a knight.


The Club was comfortable, quiet, and select, an unostentatious frame for respectable middle-age. Mr. Digby lunched there regularly. He had his own particular table, which he usually shared with Mommersley, the surgeon, Tom Bradfield, the barrister, who was always waiting for the next county court judgeship to fall vacant, Sir Thomas Elkington, whose gas engines, advertised on every railway platform in the kingdom, were supposed to be as silent as he was voluble, and one or two others. Mr. Digby was consequently surprised when, on coming into the dining-room one morning a little before his usual luncheon hour, he found a stranger sitting, not only at his table, but in his, Mr. Digby’s, particular seat.


As an alderman of the city, and as one of the oldest members of the Club, Athelstan Digby had a clear idea as to what was his due. But he possessed, too, an old-fashioned sense of courtesy. He had not really the true club spirit. It was his duty, he thought, to make a new member feel at home. He ordered his steak, and then spoke of the weather, which even for a Bradborough spring had been unusually trying. The young man opposite did not appear to be interested. He raised his face and looked at Mr. Digby through a pair of rimless glasses, his eyebrows raised slightly superciliously. From the weather, Mr. Digby passed to the subject of trams and the corporation’s experiments with a trackless trolley system, expressing his opinion that the future lay with the motor bus. The young man opposite agreed. Mr. Digby gathered from the tone of his reply that he was totally uninterested in vehicular traffic. From trackless trolleys, the conversation, if such it could be called, passed by an easy transition to death duties and the coming budget.


“I wonder,” said Mr. Digby, “what they intend to do about excess profits.”


“I wonder,” said the young man.


He produced from his pocket a copy of the Times Literary Supplement, and propping it against the cruet stand, read ostentatiously through his rimless glasses an illuminating article on the Metaphysics of Samuel Taylor Coleridge.


“Waiter!” said Mr. Digby.


“Sir!” responded the head waiter, who, if not indeed a Wilkinson, possessed Wilkinsonian attributes.


“Pass me the cruet, and see in future that paper rests are provided for members who require them.” And for the first time in his life, Mr. Digby took mustard with his steak.


“Who is the gentleman with no eyebrows, who wears rimless glasses, and who came in just before me this morning?” he said to Wilkinson on his way through the hall.


“He is a Mr. Bulmer, sir; he was elected an honorary member while you were away last month.”


Mr. Digby, however, was of a forgiving spirit. He was too old to bear grudges easily, and when he saw Mr. Bulmer for the second time a week later, he had almost forgotten his studied rudeness. It was in the writing room of the club. Bulmer was talking to Max Kennedy, the curator of the Municipal Art Gallery, and Digby, who for years had formed with Kennedy the unconquerable minority of two upon the Art Purchases Committee of the Corporation, moved towards the fireplace, in front of which they were standing.


“Canaletti” Bulmer was saying, “a master of perspective, no doubt; but stones of Venice, stones of Venice, repeated ad nauseam! And what an atmosphere of Baedeker!”


“I should like to show you two or three of my Canalettis,” said Mr. Digby, breaking into the conversation. “I think you might then alter your opinion.”


Kennedy introduced them.


“I should be delighted, Mr. Digby, if I could find time,” said Bulmer; “but are you sure they are genuine? Few things are so deceptive as the Old Masters. I was speaking of Lord Arthur Savil’s collection.”


Mr. Digby turned on his heel and walked out of the room. His collection was one of the best in the north of England. Lord Arthur Savil had been glad to buy what he had discarded to fill the gaps in the gallery at Wentworth Court between his one authentic Rubens and his second-rate Van Dyke.


“I wonder who the fellow is,” he said to himself.


Charlie Dyson, junior partner in the firm of Digby, Dyson and Copplestone, was able to give him all the information he wanted.


“That unmitigated little bounder in the rimless glasses, that insufferable, supercilious cad, Bulmer, is a chartered accountant, if you please, in some department or other of this glorious Government of ours – it’s pretty safe to be the Ministry of Munitions – sent down to Bradborough to look into our Income Tax returns. He has rooms at the Grand Central, and from there he spies out the land. He has come with the fixed idea that we are all millionaires out to plunder the government, and that our excess profits are always camouflaged in terms of new plant and fair wear and tear. He’s here to shake us up, and of course he will shake up a few. Why do you want to know, sir?”


Mr. Digby told him of their meetings at the club, and to his surprise his junior partner burst out into a roar of laughter.


“It’s too funny for words!” he said. “It really is! That impudent little puppy has made up his mind that you want to get in with him; that you want to square him; and he intends to remain isolated, to allow no personal considerations to interfere with his duty. I heard him tell Frank Copplestone the other day that the one drawback to his work was the difficulties it threw in the way of social intercourse; he had to be so very careful. He probably pictures you as the typical Bradborough profiteer.”


A faint whimsical smile came to Mr. Digby’s lips.


“I should like to be even with him,” he said. “I think I have scriptural warrant for such a wish. ‘Freely ye have received, freely give.’”


“Even!” exclaimed Charlie. “You leave it to me, sir! I’ll settle Mr. Bulmer’s account, full measure, pressed down and running over. Leave it to me.”


•   •   •


There were four of them in the conspiracy. Each had cause to dislike Mr. Bulmer. Charlie Dyson disliked his rimless glasses and the way in which he had treated Mr. Digby, whom he loved and revered. Mollie Dyson, his sister, the V.A.D.* home from France on fourteen days’ leave, 


* Voluntary Aid Detachment, a group of civilians who provided nursing and support services for the military during World War I.


had never met Bulmer; but she hated him for having asked why Arthur Crawford was not in khaki, when everyone knew that he had tried to get into the army again and again. Arthur Crawford, Charlie Dyson’s friend, had only seen Bulmer’s back in the distance; but he considered him to be an unmitigated little cad, because of a remark which he had made to his sister Kate about V.A.D.’s being over-paid for the character of the work which they performed. Kate Crawford knew more of Bulmer than any of the other conspirators. She had met him on five different occasions, and had played golf with him. He had been rather nice to her and had said many disagreeable things about Bradborough people, nearly all of whom happened to be her dearest friends.


The conspiracy was hatched in the Crawfords’ billiard room one evening after dinner. The idea was Arthur Crawford’s, though Mollie had suggested it when she started to read their hands. They had the necessary ability; they were all keen on amateur theatricals; and with a little luck Arthur declared that they could laugh Bulmer out of Bradborough.


For an hour and a half they wove the meshes of their net. Arthur Crawford sketched the general plan, while Charlie sat on the edge of the billiard table, swinging ecstatically his game leg. The rooms above Arthur’s office in Philimore Street were temporarily vacant. He would take them over, and on a Saturday afternoon – they would arrange the time to suit Bulmer’s convenience – the rooms would be occupied by Madame Czernowitza, the Serbian Palmist and Crystal-gazer, who would be impersonated by Mollie. Kate would play the part of the decoy. She felt sure that she would be able to decoy Bulmer; she would rather enjoy doing it. They would visit the rooms in Philimore Street, where their fortunes would be told by Madame Czernowitza, who would surprise Bulmer by the accurate analysis of his character. Then at the psychological moment the door would open, and Detective Inspector Grigsby – the part was allotted to Arthur – would enter the room and take their names and addresses.


The Bradborough Stipendiary Magistrate, an ardent supporter of the Rationalist Press Association, was notoriously opposed to professional fortune-tellers. On two occasions his zeal had been paragraphed in the pages of Truth. It would be explained to Bulmer by his many friends that he would figure as a witness in a local case that would be certain to arouse interest. The headings of the evening papers would be suggested to him. He would be at the same time notorious and insignificant.


“It’s bad enough when a Major-General is found consulting a palmist about his future,” said Arthur, “but when a chartered accountant, an official who moves in the inner circles of the Ministry of Munitions, does the same thing, what will become of his reputation among hard-headed business men?”


“Where do I come in?” asked Charlie.


“You’re the stage manager,” Arthur answered, “and there’ll be plenty to stage manage too. We must leave nothing to chance. The only thing I’m not sure about is Kate. Can you get Bulmer to come without being unnecessarily pleasant to him?”


“Of course I can,” said Kate. “I shall meet him probably at dinner tomorrow evening at the Earnshaws’. I’ll turn the conversation on to clairvoyance; and since he’s a chartered accountant, he’s certain to run it down. Then I’ll tell him about Madame What’s-her-name and her extraordinary gift in foreseeing events.”


“Hadn’t it better be in revealing the past?” said Charlie. “I feel sure that Bulmer’s past is shady; and anyhow, even if it wasn’t, Mollie could make it as black as she pleases.”


“I wish you wouldn’t interrupt. He’ll pooh-pooh the idea; then I’ll look at him – ”


“Just show us how you’ll look at him,” said Charlie.


Kate complied.


“It mustn’t really be half as nice as that,” he said, “or I shall chuck my hand in as stage manager.”


“I’ll look at him,” the imperturbable Kate went on, “and if that doesn’t fetch him, I’ll lay a bet with him that he won’t dare to take me to see Madame Czernowitza next Saturday afternoon.”


“I think you ought to have a chaperone,” said Charlie. “I mean I think he’ll think you ought to have one.”


“Well, if it’s necessary, he shall have one. She can fall through at the last minute, you know.”


“They never do,” said Charlie. “But anyhow, that settles the preliminaries. On Wednesday we shall know definitely if Bulmer is coming. In the meantime, Mollie, you must study these palmist people. Go round to one or two tomorrow afternoon and pick up hints. Borrow some books on Serbia from the library, and get hold of some Serbian rugs and embroidery from the things that were left over from the bazaar. You, Arthur, must see that we can get the room above your office; and for goodness’ sake arrange that your clerks leave punctually on Saturday, so that we can have a clear field to get the place rigged up. We shall want Madame Czernowitza’s name properly painted on a board at the foot of the stairs, as well as on the door. And you must make a study of the policeman in plain clothes. Notice his boots – they never wear toe-caps. Mr. Digby is on the Committee of the Police Institute. Subscribe to it, and take the opportunity of going down one evening to watch them playing draughts and billiards. We must have one rehearsal at least. Friday, at eight; will that suit everyone?”


On Wednesday evening Kate rang up Charlie Dyson on the telephone. “He’ll come,” she said, “on Saturday. I told him I’d some shopping to do. He’ll meet me after lunch, and we’ll be there as soon after two as possible.”


“And what about a chaperone?”


“He didn’t seem to expect a chaperone; but I told him I could only spare an hour, as I had arranged to meet my aunt at three.”


“You haven’t got one.”


“What? I can’t hear what you say. Oh! about the aunt. I know I haven’t one, but it sounds so thoroughly respectable. He’ll suspect nothing, if I have to meet an aunt at three. I managed it splendidly. And just fancy! He believes in crystal-gazing and clairvoyance and spiritualism and Sir Oliver Lodge and I don’t know what!”


•   •   •


The rehearsal was not exactly a success. It was difficult for it to be so in the absence of Bulmer, who was represented by two large cushions. Then, everyone held different ideas as to what Mollie should see in his hand.


“Tell him,” said Kate, “that in the immediate future his life will be darkened by a comb.”


“Tell him no such thing!” exclaimed Charlie. “He’d take it as referring to Kate. It’s not necessary for him to picture her as the future Mrs. Bulmer. But you might see him in khaki, polishing the buttons on the tunic of the junior subaltern. The great thing to remember is that his hide is as thick as the sole of an army boot. We mustn’t be squeamish after the way he treated Mr. Digby.”


•   •   •


By a curious coincidence Mr. Digby and Mollie met next day on the steps of Mallinson’s Café as the clock was striking half-past twelve.


“You’re coming to lunch with me,” he said. “I haven’t seen you for six months, and I want to hear all about nursing. I’m on the Board of the Infirmary, you see; and so I know all about matrons, but nothing about nurses.”


“I’d rather talk about matrons,” said Mollie. “They are such cats.”


“So I have always been led to suppose,” said Mr. Digby.


They had a very cosy little lunch together in the alcoved tea-room upstairs, which on Saturdays was almost empty.


“And now,” said Mollie, as the waitress brought the coffee, “let me look at your hand, and I’ll tell you your fortune. I’m really rather good at reading hands. That line there, it’s very well developed, means business ability; and it’s crossed here by that other line, which is unusually strongly marked, and which stands for kind-heartedness; and where they meet, good nature seems to get the better of shrewdness.”


“I hope they don’t meet very often,” said Mr. Digby.


“Oh yes, they do! And they constantly cross and re-cross. You seem to have all sorts of curious adventures. It’s a very interesting hand, Mr. Digby.”


“Thank you, my dear,” he said. “There is your fee. It’s all right, Mollie. To tell you the truth, I’d forgotten all about your birthday until I met you this morning. Get whatever you like with it.”


“It’s awfully kind of you,” said Mollie. “You’re just the sort of grandfather I like; you do things so nicely and so unexpectedly. Can I come round and see you on Sunday evening? I’m afraid I’ve got to be off now.”


“Come by all means, my dear, and bring Charlie and Arthur Crawford. I expect they would like you to bring Kate too, for four’s company and three’s none. We used to divide four by two, you know, when I was a young man.”


•   •   •


Charlie Dyson had the instincts of a stage manager, as his arrangement of Madame Czernowitza’s studio showed.


“We move in society circles,” he said, “and strike the futurist, the elemental note. Look at the colours of the curtains and the rug – the very spectrum of magic. The light is purposely subdued. And the samovar on the table in the corner – isn’t that a beautifully realistic touch? The black cat asleep on the rug symbolizes the eternal insolubility, if there is such a word, of mystery. And those white camellias in the blue lacquered bowl – what do they stand for?”


“Necessary war expenditure,” his sister answered, with a laugh. “But of course this rug isn’t really Serbian; it’s not nearly crude enough.”


“That doesn’t matter. No man of sense would imagine that a fashionable Serbian fortune-teller would be other than an impecunious Englishwoman. That’s why your part will be so easy, Mollie. I’d sit with your back to the light. And here’s a copy of the Era to read; it’s the paper of the theatrical profession. You may expect Kate and Bulmer in about a quarter of an hour. Arthur and I are going to wait in the office below. Yes, Arthur, I insist on your coming. I know you want your fortune told; but we mustn’t disturb Mollie. Besides I want to be sure that your boots are all right.”


“So long, Mollie! You look charming,” he added with a smile, as he caught his sister’s reflection in the mirror above the mantelpiece.


Twenty minutes later she heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs and Kate’s voice.


“This must be the place. Yes, there’s the name on the door. Shall I knock?”


Kate was the first to put her fortune to the test. The future which Mollie read in the lines of her hand was not a very pleasant future; even the cat by the fire seemed to smile in its sleep; but Kate never flinched; she acted her part admirably.


“My fee is five shillings,” said Mollie.


“Allow me,” Mr. Bulmer interposed.


“And now it’s your turn,” said Kate.


Mr. Bulmer seated himself with confidence before Madame Czernowitza. His hand, she told him, was not an easy one to read, but she would do her best; and her best was really magnificent.


He was fond of art and figures; he was born in a year of political upheaval in Ireland. Was it 1885? His life had been successful, though uneventful. He had had chicken pox as a boy – “I saw a scar above his eyebrow,” she explained to Kate afterwards; “I’m a nurse, you know.” – He had lived for some time in Germany in a University town. She thought he understood the German people. And the future? Would he like to know the future? For that she would consult her crystal; and she took from a drawer the heavy top of a glass inkstand, wrapped in black velvet. Holding it in her hands, she sank back into her chair, gazing at it intently.


“I see an armed camp and men moving about in all directions. One, an officer, issues an order, and a soldier with long dark hair – yes, it is you – springs to attention. The officer is very angry. He…”


The door suddenly opened and Arthur Crawford entered the room. From his appearance one would have gathered that not only was he a plain-clothes detective, but that his father and grandfather before him had been members of the force. He seemed to be wearing his grandfather’s boots. He was the very antithesis of crime.


“I’m sorry to interrupt you, ladies,” he said. “I’m Detective Inspector Grigsby, and I must ask you to give me your name and address; and yours too, sir.”


Mr. Bulmer grew very pale.


“You have a warrant, I suppose,” he said.


For a fraction of a second Arthur Crawford was nonplussed.


“I have a warrant to search the premises, should occasion arise,” and he half drew from his pocket a licence entitling him to buy eighteen gallons of petrol per month; “but I do not think it will be necessary to use it. This is only a formality. I advise you, sir, to give me your name; it will save trouble in the long run.”


Madame Czernowitza sat cowering in a corner, the picture of defenceless misery.


“Take me away!” she moaned. “Oh, take me away! The police! The police!”


Kate stood by Mr. Bulmer, facing the inspector defiantly. She had drawn down her veil.


“Your name?” said Inspector Grigsby, taking out his notebook.


“C.E. Bulmer, the Grand Central Hotel.”


“Your Christian names in full, if you please. Cuthbert?”


“No, Clarence,” said Bulmer, obviously ill at ease. “Clarence Eddison Bulmer; two ‘d’s’ and one ‘s.’”


“I have your name already, Mrs. Brown,” said Arthur, turning to Mollie, “and I shall know where to find you. I must trouble you for yours, madam.”


Kate gave the necessary information, with an air almost Alpine in its lofty frigidity.


“Thank you,” said the inspector; “that is all for the present. I need detain you no longer.”


Bulmer lingered for a moment on the landing outside.


“Is anything likely to come of this?” he asked anxiously. “It’s rather awkward for me, you know – my position… If it can be kept out of the papers – ”


“You should have thought of that before, sir. The matter has nothing to do with me. It rests with Major Trotter, the Chief Constable. I’m only acting under orders.”


“Of course, of course,” said Bulmer hurriedly.


•   •   •


“Well, the fat’s in the fire,” said Kate, as they left the building. “We had both better order our copies of Truth and John Bull. I hope the Evening News won’t publish my photograph. They reproduce photographs so abominably nowadays. I suppose it’s partly the fault of the war paper. I’m awfully sorry for that poor little Madame Czernowitza.”


“What about me?” asked Bulmer.


“Of course I hadn’t forgotten about you; but somehow it’s different. People are so used to scandals in the Ministry of Munitions.”


•   •   •


It was a very cheerful little dinner party that evening at the Crawfords’.


“But why, oh why did you burst in when you did?” said Mollie to Arthur. “I’d only just touched on his future. There was an enormous amount to reveal.”


“You’d have said too much. Crystal-gazing is all very well; but the things you see in crystals are dark and blurred. You don’t see a colonel slanging a private because his hair wants cutting; though I admit we did suggest his polishing the subaltern’s buttons.”


“Armed camp, though. I talked about an armed camp. Surely that has the right ring about it?”


“Yes,” Charlie broke in, “but Arthur’s right, all the same. Even ‘armed camp’ was a mistake, because, even if Bulmer got into khaki, you may be pretty sure that it would be either the Army Pay Department or the A.S.C.* 


* Army Service Corps handled the logistics of delivering supplies.


“He stopped you just in time. Here’s luck to us all! I think we’ve taught Clarence a lesson.”


•   •   •


But had they?


Kate at least felt less sure, when ten days later she found herself sitting next to Mr. Bulmer at dinner.


“I’ve had a horrid time,” she said, “mistaking income-tax papers for summonses and seeing plain-clothes policemen in all sorts of innocent people who call, gas-meter inspectors and collectors for the British and Foreign Bible Society. How have you got on? Have you heard anything more?”


“I must confess that for an hour or two I felt very uncomfortable, especially when I remembered my position as a public official. Indeed I should probably be worrying now, had it not been for Mr. Digby. I don’t know if you have met the man I mean, a typical self-made Bradborough blanket manufacturer, with some pretentions, I believe, to be thought an art critic. I happened to lunch that Saturday in Mallinson’s café. He was sitting in a corner of the room with Madame Czernowitza or Mrs. Brown. I saw her reading his hand, and I saw him hand over the fee. I’ve learnt since that he is an alderman of the city and was once chairman of the Watch Committee. So I made up my mind that if they took up the case, there would be other people besides an official of the Ministry of Munitions who would figure in it. Four days ago I wrote to the Chief Constable to ask him what steps he proposed to take. I got a letter back in which he said that he was entirely ignorant of the matter to which I referred. This morning I lunched at the club. Mr. Digby and he were sitting at the same table. I drew my own conclusions.”


“And you gather from that,” said Kate, laughing in spite of herself, “that the municipal life of Bradborough is hopelessly corrupt.”


“Rotten!” said Mr. Bulmer, “I speak, too, from my experience as an official in the Ministry of Munitions.”


“Then you know all about it, Mr. Bulmer,” Kate replied. “May I trouble you to pass the cruet?”





 


OH, OPIUM!




The road from the station to the Post Office Square was lined with people; the square itself was crowded. There came a faint self-conscious cheer, as the long line of ambulances passed, the first wounded from the last offensive. They had come home, and they had brought the war home with them to the city of ringing forges and ever-restless looms.


Mr. Digby, wedged in so tightly that he could not wipe his spectacles, watched the convoy in silence. So tightly indeed was he wedged, that he was wholly unable to turn when he felt a hand surreptitiously inserted into the pocket of his tail-coat.


“Will you kindly remove your hand?” he said; and of necessity his remarks were addressed to the red nape of the gentleman in sporting tweeds who stood immediately in front of him.


Mr. Digby had been cheated; his house had been burgled; he had even been a willing though an unwitting accessory to the escape of a German prisoner. He had spent more hours than he cared to think on the magisterial bench; but never before had his pocket been picked, and knowing that his pocket was empty, his sensation was more of amused curiosity than of annoyance. Elbowing his neighbours, he swung himself round with an effort.


“Excuse me,” he said, “but I should advise you all to be careful. There is a pickpocket about.”


“The devil there is!” exclaimed the gentleman in sporting tweeds. “He had better not try any of his tricks on me!” and he glared round suspiciously. “It’s all very well to hold up the traffic like this,” he continued, “but I’ve a train to catch and three minutes to reach the station. Ah! that’s the end of them.”


The last of the cars swung past up the hill to the hospital, and the policeman in the centre of the square made a sign to the special constables.


“Poor lads!” said Mr. Digby, as he made his way to the club. “Poor lads! They’ve come up out of hell, and he grumbles because he may be half an hour late for tea and the muffins will be cold.”


•   •   •


When Mr. Digby undressed that night, he arranged the contents of his eighteen pockets – always a source of joy and envy to the little boys who on occasion were privileged to witness their amazing disclosures – on the top of the chest of drawers. Keys, penknife, silver-bladed fruit knife, paper knife, a pocket-magnifying glass – for he was something of a botanist – a pair of scissors, his watch and seals, a little book containing black adhesive plaster and goldbeaters’ skin, a bundle of letters and circulars, and two pocket-books. That was all as it should be. The strange thing, the unexpected thing, was that there was a third pocket-book in the pocket of his tail-coat, which some thief in the crowd that evening had tried to pick.


“Strange!” said Mr. Digby, as he put on his glasses. “Very strange! This most certainly does not belong to me.”


It was a small, inexpensive, leather pocket-book, such as could be bought at any stationer’s before the war for a couple of shillings; a useful, serviceable pocket-book; the sort of thing a niece might choose as a birthday present to an uncle whom she respected but did not love. It contained two foreign stamps, of China and Costa Rica, and a short slip of paper, on which eight words were written, one below the other, in a beautifully neat handwriting: “Abe Pope my opium cache safe oats mews.” There was nothing by which the owner could be identified.


Mr. Digby brushed his teeth thoughtfully.


“There are two problems,” he said to himself. “How in the world did this pocket-book come into my possession? and what in the world does that slip of paper mean?”


He said his prayers hurriedly and got into bed to think the matter over.


Athelstan Digby had always liked detective stories; a furtive liking, it is true, and one which as a level-headed business man he felt it his duty never to obtrude. The books which he borrowed from the library were not often detective tales; but at railway bookstalls he considered himself at liberty to indulge his tastes. Gaboriau, Conan Doyle, Le Roux, Chesterton – he knew them all.


“This,” he said, as he lay tossing in bed, “is a most extraordinary prelude to adventure.”


The first of the two problems was relatively easy. A pickpocket in the crowd had reason to suspect that he had been observed by a policeman, and, in order to avoid being discovered in possession of stolen goods, he had slipped the pocket-book into the pocket that was nearest him at the time, and which had happened to be Mr. Digby’s, with the intention of calling for it at a more convenient opportunity. His clumsy fingers had aroused Mr. Digby’s attention, whose ejaculation had shown that he suspected a pickpocket, with the result that the thief had not dared to run the risk of recapturing his booty.


“That, at least, is a plausible theory,” thought Mr. Digby.


But he could make nothing of the contents of the pocket-book. The words, written one below the other on a narrow strip of paper, formed no sentence. They hardly made sense. An opium cache, Abe Pope, mews, oats – if it meant anything at all, it would seem as if a store of opium had been concealed among oats at some livery stable and that a person called Abe Pope was interested in the matter.


But Mr. Digby was no fool. If opium smuggling existed, it was none the less extremely improbable that it was conducted in so crude and melodramatic a fashion. It was far more likely that he was the victim of a practical joke. Reluctantly he came to the conclusion that this indeed must be the explanation. If ever he were to fill the role of Sherlock Holmes or Arsène Lupin, it would only be in dreams.


Next morning he took the two stamps from the pocket-book to give to the night-watchman’s little boy, and dismissed the matter from his mind. But, though at the time he did not know it, Athelstan Digby had once again crossed the threshold of adventure.


•   •   •


The invitation to the drawing-room meeting which Mrs. Bulteel had arranged at the vicarage for the consideration of the proposed new university for Central China recalled to Mr. Digby’s mind memories of heavy, somnolent afternoons before the war. He did not really want to go; he supposed no one did; he had been over-persuaded by Canon Everet-Jones, whose importunity he had not the heart to withstand.


“You must represent the business community,” the Canon had said. “This man Dawkins is an excellent speaker; he has come down to unfold his project at great personal inconvenience; and I’m afraid he’ll be disappointed if he sees nothing but a room of old maids and parsons.”


“It’s our money he wants, I suppose,” said Mr. Digby.


“Your interest, Mr. Digby, your interest.”


“And our capital as well. However, I suppose I must accompany you; but, mind, I don’t promise a subscription. His scheme may, as you say, be epoch-making, yet, surely, our first duty is to get on with the war.”


“But think for a moment of all that the evangelization of Central China means” – and Canon Everet-Jones had led him off, refusing to believe Mr. Digby’s assertion that Central China meant nothing to him at all.


Very hot and very uncomfortable, he sat in the large drawing-room at the vicarage, while Mr. Dawkins, speaking with a pronounced American accent, explained the reasons for the failure of the religion of Confucius, and Mrs. Bulteel declaimed in the pantry against the conduct of the second parlour maid, who had unexpectedly left that afternoon to make munitions, taking with her or purposely mislaying, the muffins which had been specially ordered for tea.


Mr. Digby, making no pretence to follow Mr. Dawkins’s graphic description of his journey up the Yangtze, looked round the room to see how many members of his own sex were present. They formed in all a little band of seven, and of these, three were clerics. The only layman whom he recognised was Timothy Saltmarsh, a former mayor of Bradborough, the president or vice-president of half her charitable institutions, whose venerable head was bowed in somnolent acquiescence in the urgency of China’s need. From time to time he jotted something down on a slip of paper. Mr. Digby supposed that he was preparing to propose a vote of thanks. Then, as if his notes were completed, he folded the slip of paper into a cocked hat, unfolded it, and, changing his mind, converted it into a paper boat. When, however, he was called upon by the vicar to say a few words, Mr. Saltmarsh, for so experienced a speaker, seemed to be strangely nonplussed. He fumbled nervously with his glasses, forgot Mr. Dawkins’s name, and was in consequence obliged to refer to him as one whose efforts on behalf of education in the Far East had been gratefully recognized by countless thousands in both the hemispheres; then, after emphasizing the fact that China’s need was England’s opportunity, he sat down; and Mrs. Bulteel poured out the tea.


Mr. Digby enjoyed the tea; it was China tea, and he was very thirsty. Only when he realised that the room was rapidly thinning and that Mr. Dawkins was trying to get an opportunity of speaking to him, did he thank his hostess and withdraw. As he passed out of the door, he stooped to pick up the little piece of folded paper that Timothy Saltmarsh, in his confusion, must have dropped. A folded thing asks to be unfolded. Mr. Digby unfolded it.


“Abe Pope my opium cache,” he read, “safe mews oats.”


“The plot thickens,” said Mr. Digby; and the memory of the many detective stories he had read told him that for once at any rate he had said the right thing.


That night Mr. Digby went to bed with a headache. It was the beginning of a mild attack of influenza. “This,” he told himself, “is what comes of going to drawing-room meetings;” and when the inevitable letter arrived, he politely refused to subscribe to the proposed new University.


The four days of enforced idleness gave him, however, an opportunity for thought. He had no desire to waste time in reading of adventures; an adventure had come to him unasked and unsought. He compared the hand-writings on the two slips of paper to see if they were the same. They were not. Following classical precedent, he examined the paper carefully for watermarks; but of watermarks there was no sign. Timothy Saltmarsh! Was it possible that so eminent a citizen, the time-honoured buttress of church and chapel, could be leading a double life? Reluctantly, yes, reluctantly (for there is a vicarious excitement in the unexpected lapses of our most respectable friends) he admitted that, though possible, it was wildly, grotesquely improbable. The only thing that could be said in favour of Timothy Saltmarsh being an illicit trader in opium was that he was the last person in the world of whom such a suspicion could be entertained.


“I hope I am mistaken,” said Mr. Digby; and he repeated the remark, because he was a little uncertain as to the genuineness of his hope; “but as a mental exercise I shall proceed to investigate this case on the supposition that it may eventually end in criminal proceedings. After all there is money in opium, especially now that the prices of drugs have risen so enormously; and half the fires in which poor Saltmarsh placed his irons went out with the war.”


He consulted the telephone directory. Pope – there were nearly a dozen Popes: John Henry, Physician and Surgeon; Walter, wholesale Tobacconist; William H., Commission Agent (two lines); but he looked in vain for Abraham. Of course the man referred to might not live in Bradborough, or, if he were a citizen of the place, might only be found in the street directory. Again, he might be staying at one of the hotels. He had no means of checking any of his theories; but on running an eye a second time down the list he found that, though there was not an Abraham, there was an Isaac Pope and Son, Parcel Delivery Agents, Fetlock Lane. A man called Isaac might retaliate by calling his son Abraham. He determined that, as soon as he was well, he would pursue his investigations in that quarter.


The net of coincidence had, however, been cast around Athelstan Digby. He was caught in its meshes on the very day that he went back to business.


•   •   •


Fernando’s Café, managed by two cheerful sisters who owned to nothing foreign save their name, was a quiet unpretentious tea house, conveniently situated in an unfrequented passage between the two main thoroughfares of Bradborough. Mr. Digby sometimes went in there for a glass of milk and a bun. The place was quiet; the bun was always fresh; and for the first six months of the war there was cream on the milk.


When he called there on the afternoon of his return to work – he had purposely left the mill early – the place was empty, except for two men seated at a table in the corner.


“A glass of milk and a bun, please,” said Mr. Digby, as he sat down. He had forgotten to buy an evening paper, and, having nothing to distract his attention, he turned his chair so that he could observe the other two occupants of the room, whom he judged to be clerks.


Before he realised it, he found himself listening more intently than he had ever listened in his life before.


“Abe Pope,” the shorter of the two men was saying; “but why Abe Pope?”


“Why not? He’s as good as any other to start off with. He gives you your one and eleven straight away.”


“Cache,” said the other, thoughtfully. “That means it’s hidden?”


“Well, wouldn’t you hide the stuff, if you had it? It’s perfectly feasible. If it wasn’t for a scheme like this, it would be impossible to remember how to move it. Now the whole thing’s simple, and can be done in a few minutes.”


“Well,” said the short man, “I’ll try tonight. It’s the sort of thing that gets on your nerves if you put it off for too long.”


“Do it and you’re one of us. I reckon it’s a test. Do I worry? Am I bothered by a hundred and one petty scruples? Of course not! And my income’s more than double what it was. It’s time we were off, though.”


They got up, paid their bill at the counter, and had left the shop, before Mr. Digby had decided what to do. As the swing-door closed behind them, he started to his feet. No! it would be useless to try and follow them. He must think of some other way.


“Do you know the names of those two men who just went out?” he asked the younger Miss Fernando.


“The quiet-spoken gentleman with spectacles and a purple tie is Mr. Sutcliffe, who keeps the chemist’s shop just round the corner. That other young Jew fellow with the squint I’ve never seen before. He looks as if he’d been overworking himself making khaki suits for other lads to wear.”


Mr. Digby thanked her for the information.


“My next move,” he said to himself, “is to Fetlock Lane. I want to know if there is anything to be found out at Isaac Pope & Son’s.”


The central office of the Parcels Delivery Company was a dingy building, wedged in between two warehouses. A horse-drawn delivery van stood outside the door.


Mr. Digby walked up the steps and found himself standing before a desk in a room that resembled a railway company’s left-luggage office.


“I want to speak to Mr. Abraham Pope,” he said, addressing a blond young man, who was making entries with a stump of indelible pencil in an immense day-book.


“Who?” he said.


“Mr. Abraham Pope,” repeated Mr. Digby; and there was a shade less conviction in his voice.


“Don’t know of such a person. He doesn’t live here anyhow.”


“Pardon me,” said Mr. Digby, “but what is the name of the younger Mr. Pope in your firm?”


“Arthur Bevington Exley Pope. I’m the man, and I’m the firm. I suppose you mistook my initials for my Christian name. What is it you want?”


Mr. Digby handed him a card.


“I came,” he said – and the honest old fellow blushed at the lie – “to ask for a subscription towards the Police Orphanage.”


The young man looked at the card and then at Mr. Digby.


“I’m sorry, sir,” he said, “to have spoken so abruptly, but we’re bound to hustle in my business. I am an orphan and a special constable. You can put me down for half a guinea.”


Never had Mr. Digby received so unexpected a subscription. The money burned his pocket.


“It is most generous of you,” he said. “I will send you a copy of the annual report by tonight’s post.”


Once outside the building he breathed more freely. Events were moving quickly. The meshes in the net of coincidence were shrinking.


The driver of the delivery van was wiping his forehead, after lifting a couple of cases from the pavement.


“Thirsty work for man and beast in this weather,” said Mr. Digby.


“It is that,” the driver answered. “They talk of dilution, but if they saw the beer they give me and the oats I give him, they’d keep their mouths shut. And now the boss is all for motors.”


“Where do you stable your horses?” Mr. Digby asked.


“Up the lane. First turn to the left and second to the right. We’ve only three of them left. Tolson’s Mews is what they call it.”


Mr. Digby stepped out briskly. As the field of his search narrowed, his spirits rose. Luck so far had favoured him; but he could afford to throw away no opportunities. He remembered how the man in the tea room had said he would try that night. Somewhere in Tolson’s Mews the opium was hidden. He would see what sort of a place it was and then go home to think over his plans at tea. He would have a couple of boiled eggs for tea. He was hungry; and this, after all, might rightly be described as war work.


In the stable-yard a man was leading a horse out of the shafts of a dilapidated four-wheeler.


“Mr. Tolson?” asked Mr. Digby.


“No, sir,” the man replied. “Mr. Tolson is out of town; but Mrs. Tolson is somewhere about. What was it you wanted?”


“I came to see whether I could buy any oats here. I’m finding them very difficult to obtain, and should be prepared to pay a good price.”


“Sorry, sir,” said the man, “but I’m afraid we can’t. We got our last little lot in ten days ago, and it’s got to last us out the month. If there’s one thing more than another that Mr. Tolson’s particular about, it’s the oats. He’ll be had up for food-hoarding one of these days, if he isn’t careful.”


“I shouldn’t have thought he’d have room to store them on these premises.”


“Oh, hasn’t he? There’s a loose-box over in the corner there that holds a nice tidy lot. Sorry we can’t oblige you, sir, but orders is orders.”


It was after six o’clock when Mr. Digby got back home, feeling a little tired, it is true, but aglow with the fire of adventure. He wondered as he ate his tea – and there was no need for the doctor’s tonic – whether he would not be well-advised to take Charlie Dyson into his confidence. He might find himself in a tight corner, and Charlie knew how to use his fists. The lone hand, however, appealed to him as always; he would go without his Dr. Watson; if there was no chronicler of his success, there would be no witness of his failure. 


Carefully he laid his plan. He would wait until it was nearly dark, make his way to Tolson’s Mews, conceal himself in the yard, and at the first favourable opportunity he would break into the loose-box. He had already noticed a window that appeared to be insecurely fastened. Once inside the building, he would look round for the oats. He expected to find them in sacks, and the opium would be in the mouths of the sacks, just like the gold in the story of Joseph and his brethren. He rather wished that his mental picture of opium was clearer. He had indeed no idea of what the drug looked like. Would it be in the form of ingots or pills? Would it be an odorous liquid in bottles or a sticky substance put up in boxes? He turned up the year-old Reports of the Anti-Opium Society for information; opium was described as a curse, as China’s ruin and England’s shame, as a blot on the fair escutcheon of civilisation. There were maps of China, graphs, diagrams, and photographs of missionaries; but no one said what opium looked like.


“It seems to be both eaten and smoked,” said Mr. Digby thoughtfully, “to have medicinal properties, to soothe, and to satisfy the craving of hunger. I must be prepared to find something between cough-lozenges and tobacco. Probably it will resemble bad-smelling india-rubber.”


As he passed through the hall, he thought of an idea that would make his task infinitely easier. He wondered that it had not come into his mind before. He had recently enrolled as a special constable; he would wear the simple insignia of his office, and if any questions were asked, they would furnish the necessary reply. After all, he was acting in the interest of the public; and if he really had to break into a house – burgle, in fact – he would be much easier in spirit if his body was clothed as a policeman.


“This is really rather sporting of me,” he said, as he slipped an electric torch into his pocket and put on his galoshes so that his footsteps should be less audible. “I shall be sixty next birthday.”


•   •   •


There were not many people about. The wind made it too cold for loitering, and the night was overclouded. Mr. Digby walked resolutely to the scene of action. A street lamp’s muffled rays threw a little patch of purple light on to the pavement opposite the mews. The stable yard gate stood open. Happy, though self-conscious, he turned up the collar of his coat, and, stepping inside, took up his stand in a corner behind a heavy dray. Little by little his eyes grew accustomed to the darkness. He made a mental note of the yard and its outbuildings, The loose-box in which the oats were stored was opposite him. The window – he noted the fact with satisfaction – was not overlooked from the road. As he tiptoe’d silently towards it, he found the sensation of conscious wrongdoing extraordinarily interesting.


With a hurried glance over his shoulder Mr. Digby began his work. Getting between the shafts of an empty hansom, he pushed it up against the wall, immediately under the window, so that by standing on the wheel, he was able to prise open the fastening with the chisel he had brought with him for the purpose. It was easier than he had dared to hope. The sash opened upwards. Driving his square, hard felt hat firmly over his brows, perspiring profusely, he squeezed through the window and dropped on to a pile of straw. The electric torch showed a long room, the further end of which was filled with trusses of hay, while to the right of the door, leaning against the wall, was a row of sacks, the very sacks that he had in fancy pictured. From his waistcoat pocket he took out a pair of scissors, and cutting the string that tied the neck of the first, he plunged his hand inside. The oats rustled between his fingers.


“You had better not try to escape,” said a voice; “I am covering you with a pistol.” He looked up. There at the window through which he had climbed, Athelstan Digby saw the head and shoulders of the little chemist whom he had met that afternoon in Fernando’s tea shop.


“Put your hands above your head,” he said, “and remember that I’m armed.” As he spoke, he dropped on to the pile of straw; but before he could pick himself up, Mr. Digby’s thirteen stone was squeezing the breath out of his body, Mr. Digby’s ten fingers were at his throat.


“And now,” said Mr. Digby, when he had rendered the little man speechless, “answer my questions. Where is the opium? I am a special constable and a magistrate. You had better make a clean breast of everything. Have I hurt your arm?” he added, as he noticed a look of pain on the little man’s face.


“You have torn my armlet, sir,” he said with dignity. “I too am a special constable. Five minutes ago I saw someone lurking in the yard and when I passed again, the light from your torch showed distinctly through the window. I think there is a mistake somewhere; an explanation should be forthcoming.”


“I quite agree, Mr. Sutcliffe; but this is hardly the place. My name is Digby – I think you will recognize it – and here is my card. I have still only your word for what you say.”


“My sergeant can speak for me, or my relief. I am due to meet him at the corner of Fetlock Lane in five minutes.”


“Then let us go,” said Mr. Digby, turning towards the window.


The order of their going was not, however, so simple a matter. The little man pointed out that if Mr. Digby were a burglar – and he had only Mr. Digby’s word to take that he was not – he ought not to go first. Mr. Digby put forward the view that if the little man were a murderer – as he easily might be – it would be the simplest thing in the world for him to attack Mr. Digby in the rear.


“We cannot climb through the window together,” said Mr. Sutcliffe, whose profession had successfully drugged his sense of humour, “it is not large enough.”


“We might at least try the door,” Mr. Digby answered.


The door was bolted on the inside but not locked. Arm in arm they walked out of the yard and into Fetlock Lane. The special constable, waiting at the corner to relieve him, identified Mr. Digby’s companion, and by good fortune he happened too to know Mr. Digby by sight.


“Mr. Sutcliffe,” said the old gentleman, “I feel that I owe you an apology. I think, however, that you may be able to furnish me with the explanation of a series of remarkable coincidences. Come round to my house and share a late supper with me.”


“I should be delighted,” he answered, “but Mrs. Sutcliffe…”


“Tut, tut!” said Athelstan Digby, bachelor. “Mrs. Sutcliffe may be sitting up for you; but there’s a cold boiled chicken waiting for me; and, unlike Mrs. Sutcliffe, it will be gone tomorrow. You wife, I hope, has many years of usefulness before her.”


The inadequacy of the analogy so baffled the little chemist, that he found, almost before he knew it, that he had agreed.


“And now,” said Mr. Digby, as they sat before the grey embers in the dining-room, “this is what I want you to explain.” He handed him the slip of paper which he had found in the pocket-book and the much-folded paper cocked-hat which Timothy Saltmarsh had dropped on Mrs. Bulteel’s drawing-room floor. He told him what he had overheard at Fernando’s tea room, and the deductions he had made.


“It is indeed a most remarkable train of coincidences,” said Mr. Sutcliffe.


“And I,” said Mr. Digby, “have been knocked down by the train!”


“You have heard,” the little chemist continued, without a smile, “of Hugo Hathaway’s System of Self-Expression? You must have seen the advertisements in the papers. He has students enrolled in every city in the kingdom, men and women of every age, of every station in life, from a former mayor of Bradborough, like Mr. Saltmarsh, to my humble self. Briefly, it is an application of the principles of psychology, physiology, and mental hygiene to the problems of everyday life.”


“Yes,” said Mr. Digby, “those phrases certainly seem familiar. Pray continue.”


“One of the early lessons, entitled ‘Mental Gymnastics, the Secret of Success,’ contains as an exercise a problem in chess, the knight’s move. If you are a chess player, you will know that the knight can be made to move round the board, covering each square once and once only. It involves sixty-five moves. To remember them the squares are numbered, and a figure alphabet is used, where the consonants stand for numbers. I’ll show you what I mean if you’ll give me a piece of paper. I write down the numbers from 0 to 9, and underneath, the consonants which represent them, thus:
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“Words are then made embodying the necessary consonants. ‘Abe’ stands for 1, ‘Pope’ for 11, ‘my’ for 5, and so on. ‘Cache,’ you will observe, is spelt phonetically. The words are so arranged as to form a sequence relatively easy to remember, though personally, not being imaginative, I found it rather difficult. But then my memory has always been a poor one. That was one of the reasons why I took the Hathaway course. It is so awkward in making up prescriptions. When I got home this evening, I spent an hour learning those sixty-five words; and I can translate them into figures without the slightest difficulty. If you have a chessboard handy, I will demonstrate to you the knight’s move.”


“Yes,” said Mr. Digby, relieved that his own egregious folly was being lost to sight in the other’s pride of memory, “it certainly is very wonderful. And Mr. Saltmarsh was, I suppose, learning to perform the same curious feat?”


“Undoubtedly, sir. Hathaway’s students are constantly being urged to occupy every spare moment in practising. It is only by constant practice that we can hope to obtain a perfect memory. A good memory means money. I’m not yet a third of the way through the course, but I calculate that already I am the gainer by nearly ten pounds.”


“And yet,” said Mr. Digby, “there is much to be said for a bad memory.”


“Is there?” the other replied, with a puzzled expression on his face. “A bad memory surely is worth very little.”


“About fifteen pounds, Mr. Sutcliffe. Your sense of humour happily is not very strong, what? There’s no need to deny it. The denial of such a charge is only a further confirmation of its truth. Besides, a chemist is safer without a sense of humour. I have been acting in a somewhat ludicrous manner, and incidentally I am afraid I treated you rather roughly. I should be greatly obliged if you will forget the incident and accept these three notes. Provided that no one else reminds me of it in the future, I consider that I have spent a most instructive and entertaining evening.”


“I can forget without that, Mr. Digby,” said the little chemist, “there is really no need.”


“I should, however, feel happier. A bad memory, you know, in one of Hathaway’s students is rare. Come, my dear sir! it means little to me, and we all have our eccentricities. Mrs. Sutcliffe has been sitting up for you these last two hours; it won’t do to keep her waiting any longer.”


Mr. Sutcliffe sighed.


“Yes,” he said, “I must certainly be going. I thank you, Mr. Digby, for your generosity. I take it,” he added, with hesitation, “that you have no objection to my informing Mrs. Sutcliffe where I have been?”


“None whatever, my dear sir; and I shall feel honoured if you will both favour me with your company at tea on Sunday. One other request I have to make. When you come, could you bring with you a small quantity of crude opium? My mental picture of the drug is altogether vague; and it would be to me and to me alone a constant reminder of a most interesting misadventure.”





 


THE PANTON ALLOTMENTS




Without doubt Mr. Digby enjoyed his Sunday afternoons.


As soon as he had finished his solitary dinner, he would remove the telephone-receiver from its rest in the hall, and then, conscious of an isolation which, if not splendid, was at least extraordinarily comfortable, he would take a fruit plate, an apple, and a copy of the British Weekly into the library, stir the fire, shut the window, and close the door.


Half an hour later, about two o’clock, he would draw up a second chair, and with the page of the periodical which was given over to a weekly summary of the doings of the Churches interposed between his muddy boots and the polished mahogany, he would gradually fall asleep, lulled by the importunate clink, clink of the bell of St. Jude’s in Atterwell Lane, scolding little boys and girls to Sunday School.


At three o’clock or thereabouts Mr. Digby would once again become aware of the passage of time, and, after having replaced his handkerchief in his pocket and the telephone-receiver on its stand, he would set out for his Sunday afternoon walk. Down the lane he would go, where, as often as not, he met the children, happy in their escape from St. Jude, past the great stone mill, more sombre than ever on this its day of silence, past the Hanover Place Chapel, that stood there dumb and ugly all the week while the mill worked and worked on Sundays while the mill rested, out along the canal bank and up the hill by way of the gas-works to the allotments. Then after pottering about the allotments, Mr. Digby would either return home or go on to the Dysons’ to tea.


Mr. Digby enjoyed the allotments. There were grey-bearded men to talk to, many of them his own workmen, who had grown old along with him. Some of them kept pigs; and Jim Calvert, the night watchman at the mill, kept his homing pigeons there in a loft that had once been one of Bradborough’s horse-drawn trams.


And Mr. Digby was quite at home in the allotments. He knew all the varieties of early potatoes by name. He could admire with the eye of a critic, who was also a connoisseur, the first bunch of autumn celery or the first picking of green peas. Little girls in white pinafores, who on Sunday afternoons trailed dog-like at their fathers’ heels, would sometimes present him with a radish or an impossible buttonhole of sweet-william.


But war had changed the allotments; and with it had come new allotment-holders to bring under cultivation another five acres of ground that had once been field. Week after week Mr. Digby had watched the progress of what he called the back-kitcheners’ army, first the pegging out, then the rolling up of the sods in neat little piles, the double trenching, the digging over and the raking, while the old gang, goatee-bearded and sceptical, offered discouragement and advice. He had watched the seedlings pricking up their green ears from under cotton entanglements that brought war home to the sparrows as nothing else had done; he had seen the limbers of manure dumping their scant supply of munitions for the trenches; he had watched the way in which water tap and water barrel had forestalled the terrors of a thirsty June; and each Sunday Mr. Digby found his afternoons more and more interesting. There was romance in the five acres of foul land behind the gas-works, the romance of boyhood that is only half forgotten. The old man with the long beard, who built an arbour of sods and willow stakes and sat therein in the noonday heat with a rhubarb leaf for hat, reading Haeckel’s “Evolution,” was Robinson Crusoe. Mr. Entwhistle, the teacher in the elementary school, and his wife and five children, who dug and asked questions alternatively, were the Swiss Family Robinson. Tom Twells, the one-legged proprietor of a fried-fish shop, whom everyone suspected of stealing seed potatoes and carrying them off in his little leather handbag, was Long John Silver.


And then the things that were washed ashore on that barren five-acre patch – wheeled ashore rather in perambulators and go-carts! Tool chests, of course, and wood, and kerosene tins, and empty barrels, and once actually a gun, which was intended for shooting sparrows and was used for breaking every pane of glass in Mr. Occleston’s cucumber frame.


This island of romance had never seen a shipwreck, it is true; but the functions of a shipwreck were filled by the dilapidated gas works stables, periodically plundered for nails and bricks and old crushed tiles to line the edges of the allotment paths. And as to cannibals, were not all the ragtag and bobtail of Atterwell Lane ready for the day when the radishes should be big and red enough to be worth the risk of a magisterial caution?


Certainly the hours which Mr. Digby spent in the allotments were far too short, just as the allotments themselves were far too small. That was the difficulty. There was always the cry for more ground, and the corporation was slow, its by-laws a byword.


“If you would only use your influence, Mr. Digby,” said Mr. Entwhistle, “we might have a chance; but as it is, they blow hot and cold. They kick us and they coax us, and they give us their damned little pamphlets on Bordeaux mixture and gooseberry blight – as if we had gooseberries – and then, when they remember that we’ve got a vote, they’ll plough up a few acres in Victoria Park, cut down the tram service, and expect you to walk three miles out and three miles in, every evening in the week, with your tools, when you’ve been working overtime for the last twelve-month. I’m going to propose your name, sir, for the committee of the North Ward Allotment-Holders Association which we are forming.”


“I’d like to help,” said Mr. Digby. “I’ve always been interested in allotments.”


“And so it came about that at the first meeting of the executive committee Mr. Digby was appointed as a deputation to interview Sir Peter Panton, who owned the field that every allotment holder had coveted for years.


Bradborough was proud of Sir Peter Panton, of his shrewdness, his prosperity, and his genius for self-advertisement. His name was prominent on all the hoardings. There was the picture of the engaged couple asking each other where they should furnish, as if they did not know that there was only one answer to the question: Peter Panton’s; Telephone Central 555. There were the celebrated posters of the Seven Ages of Man, from the infant in his nurse’s arms – Peter Panton for Perambulators – to the lean and slippered pantaloon – Gents’ Footwear Department. There was the poster which called upon the passer-by to remember two epochs in his country’s history:



William the Conqueror… Hastings 1066

Peter Panton … … Central 555




Every Christmas, sandwichmen had paraded the streets opposite the Theatre Royal. For the first two years you smiled as you read their placards:



Peter Pan, the boy who never grew up.

He still buys clothes at

 Peter Panton’s

 (Juvenile Department).





The great emporium in Quenton Street proclaimed with an entire absence of truth that it was the largest in the provinces. The firm could completely equip officers for the field as quickly and as efficiently as their little boys for boarding school; and how adequate that equipment was could be seen by a glance in the window, where a wax effigy in Etons stood by an open trunk, around which were grouped a bat, a cricket ball, a purple and green blazer, half a dozen collars, one overcoat (extra quality,) three shirts, a silk hat, a straw hat, and a pair of braces. The Royal Albert suit for weekday wear, the boots, handkerchiefs, and underclothing were carelessly packed in the trunk itself.


Sir Peter had acted the part of shop walker to success. “Step this way,” he would say, and good fortune, smiling, had ever followed him.


From the first Mr. Digby realised that his task would not be easy; but he was none the less disappointed at Sir Peter’s refusal.


“It’s no use, Digby, my boy,” he said, slapping him on the back with altogether unnecessary force, “they can’t have it. The field is too near my house. I’ve no objection to a Sunday School picnic now and again, as you know; but a picnic every day in the year – and that’s what it would come to – is a little bit too much of a good thing. It’s not as if the ground were lying idle. It’s just as well employed growing mutton as mint sauce.”


“To say nothing of your six-hole golf course,” added Mr. Digby, dryly.


“It’s all very well for you, Digby; you’re thin; you don’t need exercise. And one or two games of golf during the week don’t interfere with the sheep. Sorry to disappoint you; but if it wasn’t for those fields and the little bit of privacy they give me, we should have moved outside the town boundary long ago.”


Mr. Digby was not prepared to accept defeat.


“A press campaign,” suggested Charlie Dyson, “a few anonymous letters from indignant ratepayers.”


“That’s been going on for the last six months, as you’d know if you read the evening papers. No, we want something more subtle. If Panton won’t take the worm, we must try him with the fly.”


“He’s a selfish brute,” said Charlie, “and oozes prosperity out of every pore. But don’t rub his back up the wrong way. I happened to come across a man in his office the other day who talks French and Russian like a native, just the sort of fellow who would be useful with these new contracts. I’m going to negotiate with Panton for him, and I don’t want you to queer my pitch. Why not try a second interview? Put it to him as a personal favour.”


But Sir Peter Panton’s heart was hardened; he would not let his field, and Mr. Digby’s chosen people on the allotments by the gasworks still toiled at their task of making gardens out of clay…


•   •   •


Then, quite unexpectedly, Oswald Pemberton, the borough’s senior member, resigned his seat in Parliament.


“I’m too old for the job, Digby,” he said, as they sat in the deserted library of the club; “and frankly I’ve lost my taste for politics. I’ve never been a good party man, as you know; and though I suppose it’s my duty in wartime to keep quiet and watch all the things I’ve fought for go by the board, it’s getting a bit too much for me. I should do far better work in the country by sticking entirely to my own job.”


“Who will they get to fill your place?”


“We’re hoping that Panton will stand. Of course he’s only a nominal Liberal, but he’ll vote as he’s told, and the Tories would give him their vote. After the war, you can trust the Labour Party to see that he’s not returned. Personally, I dislike the man, but I suppose he’ll do. I’ve arranged for him to come down to my place next weekend. I’m expecting Arthur Amant, the Small Holdings man – he’s high up in the Ministry of Food Production, you know – and one or two more. It will be an opportunity for sounding him.”


“And it will be an excellent opportunity,” said Mr. Digby, “for you to do me a service. I want Panton’s field for allotments”; and he told Pemberton of his difficulties.


“It ought to be ploughed up this week,” he added, “unless the whole summer is to be wasted. Those good folk trust me to see the matter through. They’ll produce the food all right if we can get them the land.”


“Well, I’ll do my best for you,” said Pemberton. “If I were you, I’d wire to Panton on Friday evening, reply paid. He’ll find himself in a Radical atmosphere for a few days; and if you strike the iron while it is hot, you may get what you want.”


Mr. Digby was comforted.


“Things are moving, Mr. Entwhistle,” he said, when that evening he strolled up to the allotments.


“So are the seed potatoes,” the honorary secretary of the North Ward Allotment-Holders’ Association answered; “but still we’d be in time if old Panton could make up his mind. The Corporation have been trying some of these new tractors in Victoria Park. If we could have the loan of one of them, it would give us a week or two in hand.”


“That’s an excellent idea. I know the chairman of the Parks Committee. We may be late in taking the field; but we’ll make up for that by our equipment.”


When Saturday came, Mr. Digby was in an excellent humour, for, awaiting him at the office, was a telegram from Sir Peter Panton, as welcome as it was unexpected.


“No objection to your taking field. Please make all necessary arrangements.”


“And now we’ll hustle,” said Mr. Digby.


He rang up the chairman of the Parks Committee. “The loan of a motor tractor for the afternoon?” They were all in use, except one that had broken down and would not be ready before Sunday. They were short of mechanics.


Mr. Digby offered to bring down a couple of engineers from the mill. If they got it going, could they use it in the evening? There was nothing to prevent them ploughing by night, and the matter was urgent. He would see that the men were well paid. It would be a good advertisement of municipal zeal.


The chairman of the Parks Committee was a little doubtful; but he finally agreed that if Digby’s men could get the tractor into working order, they could have the loan of it for the rest of the day. On Sunday it would be required elsewhere. A Bishop was to bless it.


By half-past ten Mr. Digby and three skilled mechanics were on their way in a taxi to Victoria Park. At half-past eleven he was explaining matters to Sir Peter’s incredulous Scotch gardener, who had had no orders, and who wished to leave the greens at least undisturbed. By twelve o’clock Mr. Digby had explained that greens, islanded in a sea of potatoes, would be useless for the purposes of golf. Half an hour later the head gardener, having received a couple of sovereigns, had agreed to arrange with the butcher for the immediate removal of his half-dozen sheep.


Mr. Digby lunched on a glass of milk and two bath buns and hurried to the allotments to find Mr. Entwhistle. He thought that he and the little Entwhistles would be interested in seeing the motor-plough at work. Mr. Entwhistle agreed, provided that his children did not ask too many questions.


At four o’clock the head mechanic rang up to say that the tractor would be ready in half an hour. At five, followed by a crowd of ragged urchins, it had entered the lodge gates, after colliding with and partially demolishing the stone griffin that supported one of the lamps.


“We plough the fields and scatter,” whistled the mechanic in charge.


“Steady, steady,” said Mr. Digby, anxiously; and he drew a sigh of relief, as the ponderous machine slewed round and turned into the field.


It began its work at the first green, taking the bunkers in its stride, while the allotment holders from Atterwell Lane stood and watched and the little Entwhistles asked unnecessary questions.


“A very good day’s work,” said Mr. Digby, as he made his way home. “I’m afraid I misjudged Panton. The field, after all, is rather near his house, and I suppose that, with all his love of notoriety and advertisement, the man may at times desire privacy.”


When on the following afternoon he took his customary Sunday walk to the allotments, he was almost embarrassed by the congratulations he received.


“What am I to do with them?” he said to Mrs. Dyson at tea, as he held up a monster bouquet of daffodils, hyacinths, and polyanthus. “And they’ve sent me round a hamper of vegetables as well. What! You haven’t heard of our great doings yesterday? We misjudged Panton, Charlie. I’m afraid I’m becoming cynical in my old age”; and he told them all about it.


Charlie laughed.


“I never saw you yesterday, Mr. Digby,” he said. “You had left before I got to the office, and when this telegram came just before twelve, I tried in vain to get you on the ’phone. As there didn’t seem to be any urgency, I let it wait until I saw you. I never dreamed that you’d hustle so.”


Mr. Digby took the telegram and read it, puzzled and incredulous. “Proposal quite impossible, Ground entirely unsuitable. Heavy clay. Panton.”


“But look at this,” he said, “which I received this morning – ‘No objection to your taking field. Please make all necessary arrangements.’”


“Field,” said Charlie, “is the name of that fellow in Panton’s office I was telling you about, the man I thought would be so useful to us with the correspondence over the French and Russian contracts. I wrote to Panton about him at the beginning of the week.”


“Dear me!” exclaimed Mr. Digby, “this is really most awkward. The whole of the field is ploughed by now. There are only twenty yards, possibly less than twenty yards, of lawn left between it and Panton’s dining-room windows.”


“And the soil,” asked Charlie, “was it clay?”


“Loam, my boy,” said Mr. Digby, laughing in spite of his annoyance, “beautiful, rich loam. Charlie, you must break the news to Panton. I’m too old for this kind of thing. And there’s the gate-post too, you know. The motor tractor collided with it.”


•   •   •


Sir Peter took the matter more calmly than Charlie had thought possible; but then what passed with Sir Peter as calm would by everyone else be described as storm. He considered that, as a Liberal candidate, his political faith had been grossly impeached upon, and told Mr. Digby as much when they met at the club.


“He’ll be reconciled to it,” said Charlie, “as soon as he realises that it is a good advertisement.”


And indeed Sir Peter, who habitually thought in posters, was already at work.


“Something like this,” he said to his agent a week later.



“The Spring Offensive

Allotment requisites.

Peter Panton first in the field.

Telephone 555.

Ironmongery Department.”




“We’re offering a good line in strong gents’ boots,” he added. “There would be no harm in bringing that in, if you could do it without spoiling the general artistic effect.”





 


DEAD OF NIGHT





Athelstan Digby lay reading in bed. It was after eleven; the servants had long since retired to rest. All was still except for the ticking of the grandfather’s clock on the landing and the gentle slit, slit of Mr. Digby’s paperknife as he cut the pages of his book: “Across Arabia on Foot.”


He was not a great reader, but he was fond of travel, and he held a theory that for reading in bed no books compared with travel books.


“Every night,” he would say, “we set out on a journey in the dark, and though we are unable to choose the route, it lies in our power to suggest it; and I, for one, prefer to cross the frontier of dreams at Baghdad or Trebizond. I see enough of Bradborough during my waking hours.”


On the present occasion he found the adventures of the young American, whose steps he followed in the blazing heat across the desert, more than usually interesting. The watch on the chest of drawers by the bed side impatiently reminded him of the seconds of slumber wasted, but Mr. Digby read on.


Suddenly the room was darkened. For half a minute he was conscious of a faintly glowing filament in the globe of his reading-lamp, and then all was blackness.


Mr. Digby jumped out of bed, and putting aside the heavy curtain that hung in front of the window, he raised a corner of the Venetian blind. Somewhere an air raid was in progress in the distance. Not a light was to be seen, except in the hollow to the south, where a faint glow, he supposed it must come from one of the Blackman Lane forges, showed carmine against the February sky. From the next house but one in the terrace came the sound of a window sash noisily lowered; then, as he looked, the lamps in the road went out, not suddenly, but one by one. It takes time for terror to extinguish hope.


Mr. Digby’s heart went pit-a-pat.


“Thou shalt not be afraid of the terror by night, nor for the arrow that flieth by day,” he said. “I am glad the maids are in bed and asleep.”


Turning, he groped for the candlestick that stood on the chest of drawers, struck a light and looked at his watch. It was nearly half-past eleven. Then, putting on his dressing gown, he placed the candle on the floor in a corner, where its light would not be directly visible from the road, and went over to the window. The glare was still present in the southern sky; but, as he gazed, an angry tongue of flame shot forth. Fire had chosen that night of nights to betray their sheltering darkness.


“It’s not in Blackman Lane,” he said to himself. “It’s far more like the paper mills in Clancy Street. Ah! there’s the engine!” as from the blackness there came the sound of a clanging bell and the clatter of wheels on the cobbles.


The night’s keen edge of terror was blunted already for Mr. Digby. He was familiar with fire. It was an old enemy. He was a shareholder too, in the Clancy Street Paper Mills. “I shall feel far happier,” he said to himself, “if I see what’s going on.”


He dressed hurriedly and not very carefully. For a collar he substituted a thick woollen muffler, and his coat and overcoat were the oldest his wardrobe contained. Instead of the hard felt hat he usually wore, he put on a cap with flaps which pulled down over his ears. Then, after having pinned a note for Mrs. Wilkinson, the cook, on his bedroom door, in case the servants should wake later and wonder where he had gone, he made his way silently out of the house. The time was twenty minutes to twelve.


To a man like Mr. Digby, who had lived in Bradborough for sixty years, there was no difficulty in finding his way through the darkened streets. Few people were abroad, but something told him that the town was not asleep; there was nothing of the regular snoring rumble of night traffic. At the corner of George Street he came upon a long row of deserted trams, a huge dark clot in the city’s main artery. Bradborough was not sleeping; it was paralysed.


•   •   •


The accident occurred at the corner of Signet Street and Spindle Lane. For some time Mr. Digby had been following an elderly man, who carried a handbag and seemed a little uncertain in his walk. At the end of Spindle Lane he noticed that the man paused, seemingly uncertain as to his direction; then, leaving the pavement, he walked slowly into the centre of the road and dropped the bag, as if seized with sudden pain. Mr. Digby hastened towards him at the same time as a taxi turned out of Signet Street without warning sound or light. For a moment he hesitated. He seemed to be held by the white face of the driver, by the noise of the brakes. He tried in vain to reach the old gentleman and push him into safety. Something caught him on the point of the jaw; he fell like a log.


•   •   •


Far away, as if from another world, came voices talking in a golden vortex of light.


“First door on the right,” said the night-porter. “Jack, tell Mr. Walker that he’s wanted in the receiving room – two ambulance cases. He’s in Mr. Simpson’s room playing bridge. Any news of the Zepps?”


“They were over the east coast, Hull way, half an hour ago,” the policeman who had come with the ambulance answered. “A nasty smash this; taxi bowled ’em clean over. I’ll just look in their pockets, now that we’ve got a light, to see if I can find out who the parties are.”


“Right you are, constable. Just wait till we’ve got ’em off the trolley.”


Mr. Digby felt a hand deftly searching him.


“Ah! here’s a card,” said the policeman. “‘Riley, Gilder and Picture-Frame Maker, 28a, Redpole Street.’ And the other man – he doesn’t look as if he’d last very long – no letter or card; linen marked ‘Jessop.’”


Little particles of lilac light swam round in the golden vortex, and the voices died away. Someone lifted first Mr. Digby’s right eyelid and then his left.


“Pupils a bit dilated, but they react all right,” he heard; “concussion and a fractured jaw. He seems to have got off lightly. Well, dad, how are you feeling? What’s your name?”


“The constable’s got his name, sir.”


“All right! Here, Sister, just fix him, until he gets up to the ward. The other fellow’s bad; fractured base. That’s a nasty cut, too, under the chin. I’ll put in a couple of stitches now. Hand me the iodine, Tom. No, I don’t want a clip; the stitches will stop the bleeding. And so, Sister, you don’t like Zeppelins? They mean well, you know. Not failure but low aim is crime.”


“I’ve no time to listen to your nonsense, Mr. Walker. I wonder how many more we shall have tonight.”


“I shall turn in anyhow. Send these two up to Ward 16, Tom. It’s their take-in week.”


“There are no beds vacant, sir. That acute appendix we admitted at eleven took the last.”


Mr. Walker swore. “Shove them in A16 private ward then, till we find room.”


Again there came the golden vortex, but this time the colour was less vivid, and somewhere in the centre was pain, dull and gnawing. A cold draught struck Mr. Digby’s face. The trolley on which he lay was being wheeled along stone-flagged corridors. An iron gate clashed to; now he was in the lift. More stone-flagged corridors, and then a second bump into something which every bone in his bruised and shattered body welcomed as bed.


•   •   •


“You’ll have to manage as best you can,” said Nurse Coates, the senior night-nurse in A16 Ward, to Nurse Farrell. “Allison will help you to get his things off. It doesn’t matter about washing; that will have to wait until the lights go on again. There’s a case for the second bed on the way. Allison, don’t be a little fool. The Zepps aren’t here yet, and they’re not likely to be. You can manage all right without a torch? I want mine for 27. I believe he’s started to haemorrhage again; anyhow the dressing is all through.”


Nurse Coates moved away to the other end of the long ward, stopping on her way to bank up the fire with a shovel full of dusty coal. When she had finished, the darkness seemed complete. Though all was silence as she walked to the far end, where the moveable dressing-table stood with its basins and bowls of lotions, the ward was not asleep. Men lay there on their backs, listening, looking up through the floor above, through the roof, to the starlight vault of the February sky, searching for those other men who hovered somewhere in the night.


Nurse Coates finished her dressing, straightened the draw sheet, and wheeled back the dressing-table to the little alcove by the bathroom. Then she walked down the long length of the ward, stopping for a minute by the bed of a boy of fourteen. The old men on either side of him slept peacefully.


“Not asleep yet, Johnny?” she asked. “Why, it’s after one! Your leg is not hurting you now?”


“No,” said Johnny, “I was only thinking how convenient it must be when they drop bombs on hospitals, having everything so handy, doctors and all.”


“You’re an optimist,” she said.


“I don’t know,” he answered with a weary smile, “I never got into the sixth standard.”


When Nurse Coates reached the private ward, which stood just opposite the Sisters’ sitting room at the end of the main ward, she saw the white-coated figure of the house surgeon.


“I’m late tonight,” he said. “It must be pretty bad working up here without lights. They cut us down to practically nothing in the theatre while Mr. Cavendish was doing that appendix. I don’t think he’ll last long,” he went on, with his hand on one of the two beds; “fractured base. The other fellow must have had a nasty knock too. I expect Mr. Darbyshire will want to wire that jaw. How are the others?”


“Fairly comfortable. Most of them are awake, of course. I’ve just re-dressed Number 27. Number 5 was complaining of pain an hour ago, but he seems quiet now.”


“Poor beggar! You can give him a quarter of a grain of morphia, if it comes on again. Have you his bed-board? Never mind, I’ll write it up in the morning.”


“Do you want to be called in case the fractured base…?”


“No, you needn’t bother,” said the house surgeon. “I can’t do anything; he’s bound to go. I wonder if the Zepps will come. I shan’t wait up for them anyhow. Good-night, nurse!”


•   •   •


At a quarter-past two the man in the bed next to Mr. Digby died. When Nurse Coates came into the room, she no longer heard the puffing, snoring breathing. She went to the telephone and rang up the night Sister.


“He died ten minutes ago,” she said. “Mr. Simpson said it was not necessary to call him.”


“He wasn’t in pain,” said the Sister. “He’d have been a long case to nurse, and you are short of beds. Tell Nurse Farrell to get a screen. I’m sending Nurse Allison off duty. She’s done up, poor girl, and I find that she had a wire this evening to say that her brother has been killed at the front. She hasn’t had a moment to herself since. I’ll send down the probationer from 17 to give Nurse Farrell a hand. Without lights it makes things very awkward. They say Mr. Cavendish in the theatre was simply awful because he couldn’t have the big headlight on. I’d like to see him left in charge of a ward with only an electric torch and a probationer. He’s still operating.”


•   •   •


“One, two, three” – Athelstan Digby listened to a man’s voice that seemed to come from the other side of nowhere; “now lift.” For the second time that night he felt pain, as his bruised body was seized none too gently and dropped into something that was harder than the bed. Where was he? In hospital, of course; in the Bradborough Infirmary, on whose weekly board of management he had sat for years. He had been knocked down; there were Zeppelins somewhere; his jaw had been broken. Hadn’t one of those young doctors said something about an operation? Now he was in the lift; now they were once again in the region of cold, stone-flagged corridors.


“Mr. Cavendish was in an awful temper tonight. He was throwing things all over the theatre. You should have heard him swearing at the Sister.”


“He’s all nerves, that’s what he is,” said the second voice. “I don’t blame him. He’s been operating since six o’clock, Mr. Darbyshire’s list as well as his own. This wouldn’t be a bad place to be in if they started to drop bombs. What sort of a smash was he in?”


“Knocked down by a taxi; two of them. The old cove got his jaw broke, while she only had her bonnet knocked off. Reminds me of a Saturday-night scrap with my missis. Steady on, George! Mind the swing doors. Now, on that table there when I say ‘lift.’ Are you ready? Now! We’re keeping poor old Simeon busy. You’ve never seen him operate? Very neat; large, clean incisions, and no anaesthetics. I wonder if they’ve got permission from the old gentleman’s people. Do you remember that case six months ago and the row there was afterwards? You should have seen Simeon’s sewing up.”


“I’ve never been in here before,” said the other voice.


“No? Well, there’s nothing much to see. But wait till we’ve got the new buildings; marble-topped tables and tiled floors; beautifully cool in summer. I wonder if those Zepps are coming after all.”


Mr. Digby heard the doors swing to behind them and the footsteps die away down the echoing corridor. His brain had become clear; but how cold it was, and they had pulled the sheet over his face. He didn’t dread the operation, but it was very lonely there in the dark without even a nurse. What was it the man said about no anaesthetic? He must have been joking, of course, pulling the other fellow’s leg. Perhaps they would use local anaesthesia in a case like his. Anyhow, he hoped they would have enough light in the theatre to see properly.


Oh! but it was dark and cold! He hoped they would not keep him long; they might at least have sent a nurse.


Mr. Digby waited and waited, but no one came. The only sound he heard was the distant howling of a cat that cried like a baby in pain. He could not move; every bone in his body ached; never had he been so cold.


The cat ceased to howl. Half a minute later he heard a noise which he had only once heard in his life before, the dull, muffled boom of an exploding bomb.


•   •   •


When Mr. Digby regained consciousness, he found himself back again in the little private ward at the end of Ward 16. The lights were turned on; the fire was burning brightly. His feet felt the grateful warmth of a hot-water bottle. There were hot bottles under the blankets at his side. He smiled faintly at the night Sister, who was tucking in the blanket at the foot of the bed, and wondered why the nurse who was helping her had been crying.


“You’re feeling better?” said the night-nurse with a cheerfulness that somehow seemed to be assumed. “Now I want you to drink a little hot milk.” She put the spout of the feeding cup between his lips.


“And the operation? That’s over all right?”


“Come, don’t worry about operations, dad. It may not be necessary for you after all, and it’s bad for you to talk. Drink the milk and go to sleep. Look, I’ve brought my knitting, and I’m going to sit beside you for a little while.”


“She’s very kind to me,” thought Athelstan Digby as he closed his eyes, “very kind; but I wonder why she looks at me in that curious way, as if she were afraid of me.”


•   •   •


When on the following day it became known that the occupant of number 16 Private Ward was Mr. Digby, one of the members of the weekly board of management, and not Mr. Riley, of 28a, Redpole Street, Gilder and Picture-Frame Maker, the authorities of the Bradborough Infirmary were profuse in their apologies. The Secretary brought a large bunch of early daffodils and sent them to Mr. Digby with his compliments. The matron, white-capped and starched, arranged for a special nurse, and made a point of coming into the room herself to find fault with her for not having pulled down the blinds to shut out the sun. “Pull them up again,” said Mr. Digby as soon as she was gone, “and never mind what she says. An old bachelor like myself knows how to deal with matrons.”


The house surgeon who had called him “dad” tried to efface the impression he had made by referring to him as Mr. Danby, while giving the nurse wrong instructions as to details of nursing which she had already rightly carried out. Mr. Darbyshire found time to keep the whole of the theatre staff and his honorary anaesthetist waiting while he cheered Mr. Digby up with an account of his play on the links the previous afternoon. Even Samuel Travers managed to look in and condole with him as a humble physician on having fallen into the hands of surgeons.


None of his visitors stayed very long; all would like to have stayed longer, but they declared that rest and quiet were absolutely essential. Dr. Digby began to think that they were right.


In after years Mr. Digby declared that he learned more about hospital management during those days of tedious convalescence than he had during the whole of his ten years’ conscientious attendance on the weekly board. He watched the greater light that ruled by day and the lesser light that ruled by night. Names became personalities. He had known who got the credit; now he knew who did the work.


He saw comedy waiting impatiently behind the scenes until tragedy stepped off the boards. Sometimes he saw them together on the stage. Old men, white-haired and venerable, could go through life, he found, without having found the patience of a boy of sixteen. And he was quite certain that when the gramophone was turned on to “Pack up your troubles in your old kit-bag,” no one wanted to see the chaplain. He felt sorry for the chaplain. The priests of this temple all wore white coats. The outside of the cup and platter was always clean, and whenever they performed their rites, their hands, like the Pharisees’, were never defiled and unwashen. He was shocked, of course, to find that nurses smoked when they were off duty; he was more than shocked when first he heard a probationer swear; but from the bottom of his heart he admired them. So callous were they, and so kind. He was almost reconciled to the prospect of their getting a vote.


•   •   •


He learned much during those ten days in hospital, but not nearly all that he wished to learn. A curtain was drawn over the happenings of the first night. There were times when he wished to draw it aside; but in the evening, when all was quiet in the great ward beyond, something, no stronger perhaps than fear of the unknown, held him back, cowering before his surmises.


It was his last day in hospital. The Sister came in for the visit which she usually paid in the interval between Mr. Digby’s afternoon nap and her afternoon tea.


“You’ve treated me very well, Sister,” he said. “I shall never forget my time in the Infirmary.”


“I’m glad you think so, Mr. Digby,” she answered, smiling.


“Especially the first night,” he added. The smile vanished. Then there was something after all which they were concealing?


“Come,” he said, “what was it that really happened then? I bear no malice. Old men tell no tales.”


“I’m afraid I can’t say,” she answered. “I don’t quite know what you are referring to. You see…”


“There’s the matron. Yes, I know all about matrons; but I’m a member of the Weekly Board, you know; and though perhaps you’ll never forgive me if I say it, I helped to get the matron her job. However, I won’t press you; but you can tell me this. Is there a house surgeon called Simeon?”


The Sister smiled.


“Not that I’ve heard of,” she said.


“Then who is Simeon, who operates without anaesthetics and who… No, I won’t finish the sentence.”


“I believe,” said the Sister, “that the porter who helps in the post-mortem room is called Simeon.”


“And if you wait,” said Mr. Digby, “I believe I can tell you how you get there. You take the lift to the basement, turn to the right and again to the right, and then through two swing doors. No, I don’t bear anyone a grudge. It’s a mistake that might so easily happen. Only, Sister, don’t let’s talk about it again; and if you were to invite me to share a cup of tea, I don’t think I should refuse. And I think I could do with another blanket on the bed. You see, it was very cold, Sister, very cold.”





 


GENUINE CONSTABLES





The dining-room at the club was nearly empty. Charlie Dyson sat at his usual table in the alcove by the window, warming himself in the sunny optimism of the London correspondent of the Bradborough Post.


“I have bad news,” said Mr. Digby, as he took the chair opposite to him. “Charlie, you are a man of resource; I want your advice.”


“If it’s about those oil shares,” said his junior partner, “sell by all means. I’ve always said that it was throwing good money away to hold on.”


“The oil shares have nothing to do with it,” Mr. Digby answered. “I want to stop my portrait being painted.”


“That should be simple enough. Countermand the order and pay the man for what he has already done.”


“It’s not nearly as simple as that,” said Mr. Digby with a sigh. “It’s to be a presentation portrait. Go on with your lunch and I’ll tell you all about it. Waiter, bring me a cup of coffee. The matter is like this. Ever since I was chairman of the Watch Committee, I’ve been connected with the Police Institute in one capacity or another, and for the last ten years I’ve been president. I’ve enjoyed what little work I’ve done for them. I’ve always had an admiration for the police – their life is far harder than most people realize – but I never dreamed that they’d do a thing like this. I got a letter from the honorary secretary last week, saying that as a small token of the respect and esteem in which I am held, the committee of management had decided to present me with my portrait in oils.”


“It shows their appreciation at any rate,” said Charlie Dyson. “Who will they get to do it? I know one or two local men who would be glad of the job. The war has hit them badly, and they wouldn’t charge much.”


“It’s no use, Charlie. They have already chosen the artist. Fairservice is his name.”


“I’ve never heard of him.”


“Probably not. He is a detective-inspector in the force. I like the man himself. He is a kindly-natured fellow, who breeds canaries, and has taken up painting as a hobby. Landscape he considers his strong point. He cycles out on Saturday afternoons in summer and sketches picturesque cottages and ponds. There is generally a swan in the foreground, which he paints in later. In the long winter evenings,” Mr. Digby continued, “he paints chrysanthemums or daffodils on mirrors, which are afterwards made up into firescreens. He tells me that even as a small boy he had always longed to be an artist.”


“The prospect,” said Charlie, “certainly seems gloomy. But can’t you stop him? How far has he got?”


“No, I’m afraid it is too late. A month ago he asked me for my photograph. I must say at the time I was rather touched,” said Mr. Digby, with a rather bitter smile. “People don’t often ask me for my photograph, and the one I gave him must have been nearly ten years old. With that as a basis he has been hard at work ever since. Now he writes to me to ask for a couple of sittings, in order, he says, to get the flesh tints correct.”


Charlie Dyson laughed. “You’ll have to submit,” he said. “There’s nothing else for it. And after that adventure of yours with the Schalcken, when you made the rash determination to hang all your pictures, you can’t very well turn it with its face to the wall.”


“There’s the housekeeper’s room,” said Mr. Digby. “I believe there are one or two illuminated addresses there.”


“It wouldn’t be fair to the police. No, the only solution I can see is to present the portrait to the Police Institute. The thing is often done. The successful politician serves his country long and faithfully; the National Liberal Club or the Carlton, as the case may be, presents him with his portrait; and he presents the portrait to the Club. If he didn’t do that, his wife would worry him until her portrait was painted, so that the two would balance each other on either side of the fireplace. As it is, his portrait is hung in the smoking room of the club and saves unnecessary papering, and any number of prospective candidates have opportunities of seconding votes of thanks. I know all about art and politics.”


“It certainly is a way out of the difficulty,” said Mr. Digby, “though it’s rather hard on the Police Institute. There are one or two men there who really are interested in art. Sergeant Tolson, for example. I’ve shown him my pictures more than once. He usually is on duty at the Art Gallery and has splendid opportunities for improving his taste.”


“I think I know the man,” said Charlie. “He stands in the central lobby, where all the busts are, by the little turnstile where you leave your umbrellas.”


•   •   •


On the following Saturday afternoon Mr. Digby called on Detective-Inspector Fairservice in Back Mornington Street. The artist had expressed his willingness to wait on him at Ellesmere Terrace; but if it were really necessary to put in the flesh tints from life, Mr. Digby had decided that he would use the opportunity afforded him to visit a real detective at home. Fairservice welcomed him at the door. “Honoured to see you, sir,” he said. “It’s very good of you to have spared the time. If you’ll come into the parlour, I’ll get to work straight away. You won’t object, I hope, if I take off my coat. It may be a matter of temperament, but somehow I feel less restrained in my shirt-sleeves.”


Mr. Digby sat down in the armchair by the window. He forbore to look at the canvas on the easel; he had not the courage. The walls of the little parlour were hung with pictures, all, so the artist informed him, the work of his brush. Landscape predominated. Above the mantelpiece hung a large picture, representing Highland cattle in a mist. Mr. Digby particularly admired the mist and the way in which it had been so arranged as to avoid the necessity of delineating the animals’ legs, which he acknowledged must have been difficult to draw. He supposed that the same reason accounted for the winter scene above the harmonium in the corner, where a herd of sheep were being lost in the snow. “I rather think I’ve caught the atmosphere,” said Fairservice, as he followed his gaze, “but it cost me three tubes of Chinese white.”


As he painted, the detective talked. “There at least,” thought Mr. Digby, “the man is in his element.” He listened, fascinated, to one official reminiscence after another of the strange underworld of crime.


“Well, I think I’ve finished,” said Fairservice at last. “I’m not quite satisfied with the ears. Ears are always difficult; but I can touch them up later from Mrs. Fairservice’s. I needn’t detain you any longer, Mr. Digby. Would you like to look?”


“I should be most interested,” said Mr. Digby, as he got up from his chair.


The result had surpassed his worst expectations. As he gazed on the flesh tints, a deep blush spread across his face. “It is an extraordinary likeness,” he said.


“I’m glad you think so. Personally, I’m not quite satisfied with the hands. Hands are always difficult, and that’s partly why I put your right hand inside your breast pocket. I took the liberty of introducing the mayoral chain of office, because the yellow of the gold keys up the colour scheme. You get it again in the spectacles, and in the frames of the pictures in the background. I wanted to have those in, knowing your interest in pictures. I think it’s legitimate symbolism.”


“Perfectly legitimate,” said Mr. Digby, “perfectly legitimate.”


“And now,” went on Fairservice, “I hope you won’t leave us without taking a cup of tea. My wife will be very disappointed if you don’t try her cakes.”


Mr. Digby stayed. He had a weakness for the Yorkshire tea-cake of the days before the war. If anyone could make them now, he felt sure that it would be the wife of a detective-inspector of police. That she would be an excellent cook went without saying.


The tea was indeed a most successful affair. There were tea-cakes, parkin  gingerbread cake, and – Mr. Digby could scarcely believe his eyes – two large illegitimate muffins. “Mrs. Fairservice has a weakness for them,” said the detective-inspector, apologetically.


“And so have I,” said Mr. Digby.


•   •   •


A month later he was sitting again at Charlie Dyson’s table at the club.


“It’s over at last,” he said. “The presentation was made last night. The picture is to be hung in the hall, immediately opposite the door. It’s awful.”


“Tell me all about it,” said Charlie. “I suppose the occasion was an orgy of speech-making?”


“They were all very kind,” Mr. Digby went on, “extraordinarily kind. Inspector Bramwell made the presentation. He said that there had been a divergence of opinion as to the form the presentation should take; but as they gazed on the striking likeness that stood so beautifully framed on the easel before them, they would all admit that not only had they chosen the right means, but that they had chosen, too, the right artist. The applause, Charlie, was deafening. He said that the portrait combined the fidelity of a photograph with the mellowed colouring of an old master. In particular, he admired the flesh tints.”


“And what did you say?”


“I made a really good speech. I told them that I had always had the interests of the Police Institute at heart. It’s true, Charlie; they are a magnificent body of men. Then I made a little joke, which went down very well, on the advantages a detective enjoys when he takes up portrait painting; and, following your advice – we had arranged the matter beforehand – I presented the picture to the Institute. A large number of votes of thanks were proposed and seconded, and I promised to buy them a new billiard table.”


“Misplaced generosity,” said Charlie. “They should learn to respect the cloth. But did you feel no qualms in handing back your picture to the Institute?”


“Of course I did. I even went so far as to confess my real feelings to Sergeant Tolson, with whom I walked part of the way home. That man has a real appreciation of art. I knew that he saw my difficulty and sympathized with it. The matter is settled now, however, far more happily than I dared to hope. But if there was to be a fire in the Police Institute, and if it could be confined to the hall, I admit that I should be the last to ring up the fire-station.”


There was of course no fire, no cleansing, consuming flame. But the portrait of Mr. Digby was not to remain a perpetual memorial. Two months after the date of the presentation it was stolen. The caretaker, entering the hall of the Police Institute, found an empty frame. The canvas had been carefully cut away. At the time the incident created quite a sensation. There was a touch of piquancy about this invasion of the home of law and order which the evening papers were not slow to realize. The members of the Institute took the matter very seriously. They had been laughed at; their dignity had been insulted. Many opinions were held as to the motives that prompted the theft, the most popular being that it was the work of a local working-men’s Conservative Club, whose application for the renewal of a beer and spirit license had been successfully opposed by the police. Much sympathy was expressed for Detective-Inspector Fairservice. Even Mr. Digby felt that he ought to offer a few words of condolence, though he was held back by the fear that he might be asked to sit for a second portrait. On that point he was reassured by Sergeant Tolson. “You’ve nothing to fear, sir,” he said, “nothing to fear at all. I was talking to Fairservice only last night in the billiard room at the Institute. He tells me he could never catch the inspiration again. ‘That’s the difference,’ he said, ‘between me and a photographer.’ He means well, Fairservice; and I’ve no complaints against him as an officer; but between you and me, Mr. Digby, he takes his art just a little too seriously. He’s made the best of his opportunities, but he’s never made a study of the classical.”


The new billiard table which Mr. Digby had promised to the Police Institute arrived just before Christmas. The makers apologized for the delay in the execution of the order. They explained that owing to the war they were exceptionally busy in supplying Young Men’s Christian Association huts, and hoped that the national character of this work would be deemed a sufficient excuse. The table was officially presented to the Institute on Christmas Eve, when Constable Radlett, of the Yorborough police, played an exhibition game with Sergeant Sutcliffe. Mr. Digby, on one of the corner couches, sipped black coffee and looked across the tobacco-clouded room with a glance of kindly benevolence. “A fine body of men,” he said to himself, “a very fine body of men.” The game finished, the honorary secretary rose to his feet and called for order. Mr. Digby felt restless; all eyes were turned on him; he felt instinctively that there were to be more speeches. At the same time the folding doors at the end of the room were thrown open and four constables entered, carrying a small table. In the middle of the table was a large object, covered with a cloth, flanked on either side by the pots of aspidistras, which for years had struggled for existence in the uncongenial atmosphere of the smoking-room.


The honorary secretary cleared his throat.


“Mr. Digby,” he said, “has already heard tonight of our appreciation of his magnificent gift, a gift which I hope will long be used, though I would like to urge on members the necessity of not cutting the cloth. But the proceedings of tonight are not yet over. We, too, have our presentation to make. Not very long ago Mr. Digby was pleased to accept and subsequently to hand over to the institution for which he has done so much, his portrait in oils, the work of Detective-Inspector Fairservice, whose name is not unknown in circles of art. By an act of what I can only describe as gross and unprovoked vandalism – (the statement was received with prolonged applause) – that picture is no more. The artist has laid down his brush, but the sculptor has taken up his chisel; and tonight I have the very great pleasure of presenting to Mr. Digby his bust in marble by Sergeant Tolson. Sergeant Tolson has had unique facilities for studying the work of the great classical masters. He himself is an exponent of the plastic art, and I think you will all agree – Jones, you can take off the sheet – that he has caught Mr. Digby’s features, all things being considered, remarkably well. The committee of the Institute feel that, in accepting Mr. Digby’s portrait, they were in a way responsible for its loss. In handing to him this handsome bust, they hope that he will have a pleasing memento of himself and of our esteem for him, and that this beautiful example of the sculptor’s art will grace his drawing-room for many years to come.”


The applause was deafening. By a dexterous movement on the part of police-constable Jones the sheet was removed, carrying with it one of the aspidistras. Mr. Digby raised his eyes across the blue cloud of tobacco smoke. He caught sight of Sergeant Tolson, whose gaze immediately fell. To the right of Sergeant Tolson he saw the bust. It was of white marble, highly polished. For the first time in his life Mr. Digby regretted the fact that he was bald. His sight was rather dim, but as far as he could make out, the shoulders of the bust appeared to be loosely draped in some sort of Roman toga. He remembered Sergeant Tolson’s opportunities of studying classic art.


“Gentlemen,” he said, “there are some occasions on which words are totally inadequate. I receive your gift in the spirit in which it is given. It shall be placed in my drawing-room, and whenever I see it I shall think of you.”


There had been a time when Mr. Digby had seriously thought that the little drawing-room in Ellesmere Terrace might be in daily use. He had even ordered his drawing-room furniture. But that was nearly twenty years ago. And when that night he switched on the electric light before going upstairs to bed, he saw it as it had always been, shrouded and uninhabited, waiting a spring-cleaning that would never come. 





 


THE FOURTEENTH HOLE





It was entirely for the sake of his health that Athelstan Digby took up golf.


The suggestion first came through Sir Samuel Travers, whom he had met coming out of the Infirmary after one of the weekly board meetings.


“Anyone can see that you are working far too hard,” he had said. “In a few weeks’ time you will be coming to me with your two guineas, which I shall pocket and then give you exactly the same advice which I am about to offer to you now gratis, and that is, to join the Lingmoor Golf Club and set aside one morning a week for exercise and a complete change of scene. There’s nothing like it. I didn’t take up the game until five years ago, and I shall never be any good at it. That doesn’t matter. If I can’t beat anyone else – and incidentally I’m far better than Cavendish – I can always try to better my own record. I warn you that if you come to me, Digby, I shan’t take your two guineas. I shall forward them to Paynton-Brown, the honorary treasurer. If you wait a minute, I’ll give you his address.”


So Mr. Digby joined the Lingmoor Golf Club. He expected to be disappointed; he told himself that at sixty a man has no business to waste his time in learning to play a game; he hated the intense enthusiasm of golf talk; it annoyed him to find men who seemed otherwise to take life lightly enough suddenly become serious over details of handicaps and medal play. Yet, in spite of all his prejudices, Mr. Digby succumbed to the fascination of the game. After half a dozen lessons from the professional he started into this new world alone. He preferred to play by himself, carefully counting his strokes. During the first month two days stood out in isolated splendour, the one when he did the thirteenth hole in three, the other when he beat the vicar of St. Michael and All Angels, who had been a member of the club for nearly nine months, by two up and one to play.


Mr. Digby usually made a point of setting aside Monday mornings for golf. There were few people then on the links, though it was a day that was popular with parsons, who regarded Monday, he found, much as their parishioners regarded Sunday, as a day divinely sanctioned for rest after the labours of the week.


•   •   •


On a morning in May, Mr. Digby set out from his house in Ellesmere Terrace for the links, carrying his clubs, which Alice, the housemaid, had polished until they shone like silver, and feeling almost certain that he would beat his previous record for the course of 132. The tram took him to within twenty minutes’ walk of his destination, and in the tram he met Mr. Cardwell, bent on the same errand as himself.


Jacob Cardwell, of the firm of Cardwell, Cardwell, and Hope, was a stockbroker, with whom Athelstan Digby had dealt until their relations had become strained over what Mr. Cardwell termed a regrettable little misunderstanding, and Mr. Digby an inexcusable misreading of instructions. But time had softened the quarrel. He knew that Cardwell had been badly hit by the war; that he had sold his estate at Letchington, and was now living in a semi-detached villa. He had resigned his membership of the Bradborough Club; and as at one time the man had been one of the most constant frequenters of the smoking room, Mr. Digby could only account for it by the supposition that he could no longer afford to pay the subscription. He felt very sorry for Jacob Cardwell, and showed his sympathy by remarking, a trifle gruffly, it must be owed, that it was a beautiful day.


The breach in the dam of Mr. Cardwell’s reserve had been made and the flood burst forth. Yes, the weather was fine; it would be appreciated in France; good fighting weather. It was high time things out there got moving; and so they would, if only we had got the right generals. Brains, he declared, were what we wanted; though, of course, there was a shortage, too, of men.


“Conscript us all, Mr. Digby, that’s what I say. Let them put you and me into khaki, if they want us to work at their ledgers. I’m ready. Don’t let’s have any more of these tribunal scandals. Don’t let’s see any more strong young curates playing golf on Monday mornings. Send ’em all to the trenches. Some of us old fogeys will do their work for them. I flatter myself that I could preach a better sermon than most of them any day in the week, given half an hour’s notice. There’s that Socialist fellow, Drury, from St. Paul’s, a great, big, hulking brute of a pacifist, whom I meet up here sometimes on a Monday morning. Why isn’t he in khaki, polishing a rifle instead of a cleek [golf club]? Why isn’t he in Belgium, making the Germans replace the divots?”


“I can’t tell you,” said Mr. Digby. “I haven’t asked the man, though I’ve often wanted to. But we get out here. You go straight up to the club house, I suppose?”


“No,” said Mr. Cardwell, “I think I shall slip in at the ninth and do half a round before lunch. I’m expecting a friend this afternoon, and I’m not quite as young as I was. I can’t enjoy two whole rounds in the same day.”


“Well,” said Mr. Digby, “I may see you later. I’m not going directly up to the club house. An old foreman of mine lives in that little cottage across the field. He’s something of a poultry expert. I’ve got my eggs from him these last five years, and I’ve a little bill to settle with him. We may meet at lunch.”


“At any rate,” he said to himself, as he climbed the stile and walked across the field to the cottage, “I have escaped his asking me to play with him. I may be unsociable, but today, at any rate, I much prefer to go round the links alone and at my own pace.”


•   •   •


It was after eleven when Mr. Digby drove off from the first tee, a clean straight drive that seemed to carry away with it the cares of the last fortnight. The day had started well. He almost wished that he had brought a caddy with him – usually he found that they tended to put him off his play. It was with difficulty that he restrained himself from trotting after the ball. There were few people on the links in spite of the unclouded sun that stole from the close-cropped turf all the odours of spring. How good was the smell of the fresh-cut grass on the green! How peaceful the regularly-interrupted drone of the lawnmower!


“Golf,” thought Mr. Digby, “is after all very like trout-fishing. Each serves as an excuse for pottering about in fields or by the side of streams. We’re too shy to call on Nature without some sort of absurd excuse.” But this was at the fifth hole, which he completed – after losing his ball – in fourteen strokes. From a purely golfing point of view he was beginning to be afraid that the early promise of the morning was not to be fulfilled. Under the circumstances it was just as well that he had not brought a caddy. In any case he had the course almost to himself, and when he foozled a shot, there were only the sheep to see – or feel it. Up above in the blue one of the aeroplanes from the big new aerodrome at Whitchurch wheeled and pirouetted. If that morning Mr. Digby had been asked to fly, he would not have hesitated a moment to accept an invitation into the unknown.


The fourteenth hole on the Lingmoor Links was generally admitted to be the most difficult of the course. A good drive cleared a low stone wall and sent the ball skimming into the fairway over the saddled crest of a little hill that, hidden from the tee itself, sloped on the left to the gravelly bed of a stream, and on the right ended precipitately in an old sandstone quarry. Only once in his golfing life had Mr. Digby succeeded in keeping to the via media (“middle road”); the fourteenth hole was for him an expensive one. Nervously he tee’d up his ball. The worst, at any rate, had not happened. It cleared the top of the wall by a few inches; but, instead of turning neither to the right hand nor to the left, it veered so far to the right as to avoid the quarry altogether. The designers of the course had never considered the requirements of a player of Mr. Digby’s calibre. But Mr. Digby never played that ball, for, as he walked towards it, he saw below him in the quarry a sight which filled him with horror…


Outstretched on the turf, with his face turned up to the sky, a man was lying; and as he gazed, his horror turned to amazement, as he recognized Jacob Cardwell, from whom he had been parted hardly an hour. Scrambling down the side of the quarry, he hastened towards him. A moment’s examination was enough to tell him that the man was dead. There was a clean-cut wound over the right temple – Mr. Cardwell was almost bald – and on gently turning the body over, Mr. Digby found a second wound, deep and jagged, at the back of the head. It seemed to him probable that this latter might have been caused by falling against a projecting corner of rock.


Even to Mr. Digby, unversed as he was in the rudiments of medical science, it was clear that death had occurred very recently, so recently indeed that his first thought was to look round for signs of the assailant. Clambering to the top of the quarry, he hastily scanned the links. The only people in sight were two ladies in blue and yellow jerseys nearly a quarter of a mile away, who were approaching the ninth green, where a man was at work with a lawn mower. There was, it is true, one other living being within the circle of the horizon, the airman, who still wheeled and pirouetted gaily in the light of the noonday sun.


For a moment Mr. Digby stood irresolute; then, descending again into the quarry, he examined the body and its surroundings more closely. There seemed to be no sign of a struggle. He hesitated to search the dead man’s pockets to see whether they had been rifled, but he saw that he still wore his heavy gold watch and chain. The bag containing the golf clubs was beside him; the golf ball lay in a rut in the gravel a yard away. All the clubs, however, were not in the bag. About two paces in front of the ball he saw the missing club, an iron, lying on the grass. He took it up and examined it carefully, thinking that he might find on it traces to show that it was the weapon that had dealt the fatal blow; but the head was as brightly polished and clean as his own iron. Mr. Digby looked around on the scene to fix every detail in his memory; then, taking an envelope out of his pocket, he made a rough sketch of the ground and the position of the body. It was just twelve o’clock. He could do no more than to hurry back to the ninth green as quickly as possible, stop the ladies from proceeding further, and get the help of the man who was at work with the mower.


After a few minutes’ hurried consultation, it was agreed that the groundsman should go back to the quarry and stay there until the arrival of the police, while Mr. Digby went on to the club house to telephone for assistance.


The course was closed for the day. In the clubroom half a dozen members sat, discussing the tragedy over their whiskey and soda, trying in vain to pick the lock of fact with the key of conjecture.


Mr. Digby, in order to avoid the ceaseless repetition of an already thrice-told tale, had retired to the steward’s private room. On the table by his side was an empty cup of black coffee with an untouched plate of biscuits. He had no appetite for lunch. Mr. Drury, the muscular young curate of St. Paul’s, whose character Jacob Cardwell had discussed only that morning, kept him company. The younger man had been touched by the mute appeal that was written in the drawn face of the other as he sat bowed beneath the burden of the discovery of so sudden, so unexpected a tragedy. For ten minutes they had sat almost without exchanging a word.


“Let’s talk,” said Mr. Digby at last. “I believe the police will want to see me soon. What’s the news today from the front? I barely saw the papers this morning. But I forgot; you are not interested in the war.”


The curate forgave the incivility of the remark. He saw that the man’s nerves were all on edge. “On the contrary,” he said, “I am so much interested in the war, that if I were not a priest, I should be a conscientious objector. I don’t believe in the war, though. When has force ever brought about a change of heart? and what is the real use of a settlement, if human nature remains the same? Even if it could be shown that all this horror were the work of one man, instead of being the outcome of an unchristian civilisation to which we are all party, by what right could I destroy his life? And yet there is far more to be said for assassination, through which at least the guilty suffer, than for this wholesale system of man-murder. Why should I take a rifle and shoot down perhaps the very peasant who offered me food and a night’s lodging three years ago in the Bavarian Alps? Why should you, if you were twenty years younger, add wrong to wrong by blowing out the brains of some bespectacled merchant of Hamburg or Bremen whose chief interests in life were his family and his books? Why should I surrender my God-given gift of free-will to become a cog in a huge death-dealing machine, a mere unthinking tool in the great scheme of things?”


“I don’t know,” said Mr. Digby. “I can’t argue on these things, but somehow I feel sure you are wrong – while you are talking, other people are giving their lives for you out there.”


“Not with my consent. I’ve never taken a man’s life. I’ve never asked a man to give his life for me.”


“But all the same they are doing it, whether you like it or not. Yes, after all, you are part of what you call a machine, or if you like it better, a member of a huge body, with a festering sore at the centre; and you, poor little phagocyte (I think that’s the word), stranded somewhere away at the periphery of things, refuse to move with the other millions to bring health to the whole by destroying the germs that breed the poison. Bless my soul, Mr. Drury, if all the cells in our body thought like that, you wouldn’t find many people with a normal temperature.”


“Arguments by analogy,” said Mr. Drury, “are apt to be fallacious.”


“And arguments on an empty stomach embittered,” answered Mr. Digby. “I won’t argue with you. I shall only lose my temper, and the day is only half way through. But a soldier is no more an unreasoning tool than you or I. We are all tools in the hands of our Maker.”


The door opened and the steward came in.


“The police inspector would like a few words with you, if you can spare the time,” he said.


“Well,” said Mr. Digby, rising from his chair, “I must be going. Good afternoon, Mr. Drury; and forgive me if I have been abrupt. We must agree to differ.”


•   •   •


Mr. Digby returned from business an hour before his usual time. The events of the day had left him restless and weary; he found it impossible to concentrate on his work. From his interview with the inspector early in the afternoon he could see that the police were at a loss to explain the morning’s occurrence. Cardwell was too insignificant a man to make enemies. Robbery, in the ordinary meaning of the word, could be ruled out of court. Was it suicide? The man, it is true, had passed through deep waters. One of his sons had been killed; his fortune had vanished; his health had failed. But even to Mr. Digby, ignorant as he was in such matters, it was clear that the wound he had seen could not be self-inflicted.


The problem fascinated Mr. Digby. He could not leave it alone. Again and again he found himself coming back in thought to the quarry and the secret that it contained.


It must have been nearly seven, when, going from the dining-room to the study, his eyes rested on his bag of clubs, which were leaning against the hat-stand. “I’ll give them to Alice to clean,” he said, as he took them up. And then the thought flashed into his mind, “Why was it that the only club not in Cardwell’s bag was an iron?” He had never asked himself the question before; but certainly it was one that was difficult to answer. He had supposed that Cardwell had been killed just as he was about to play his ball out of the quarry. But in that case the club would have been a lofting-iron. He went into the study and sat down with the envelope on which he had drawn his rough sketch of the scene of the tragedy on the table before him.


“I believe I understand,” he said at last. “I’ll ring up the steward and get a list of the names of the members who were playing this morning and the order in which they played. If I can’t get the other piece of information from him, the inspector of police will give it me. We’ve had dealings together before now.”


•   •   •


At half-past nine that evening, Mr. Digby was sitting in Mr. Drury’s room in the slums of Back Coventry Street, waiting for the curate’s return. He was away at the Boys’ Club, the landlady told him, but would be back any minute. It was a small room, sparsely furnished. The table was littered with books and papers; a pair of boxing-gloves lay on a chair in the corner; the walls from floor to ceiling were lined with book shelves. Above the mantelpiece, with its pipes and tobacco jar emblazoned with some college arms, hung a Medici Society reproduction of Leonardo’s “Last Supper.”


“Badly framed,” thought Mr. Digby. “It would have looked far better in plain oak, with no mount showing.”


“Sorry to have kept you, sir,” said the curate, as he opened the door. “Monday night is always a busy one at the club. Do you smoke?”


“No, thanks,” said Mr. Digby. “I came – well, it’s rather an awkward thing to explain, and I hope you won’t mind my asking questions, but what sort of golf balls do you use?”


“I nearly always play with a Skipper.”


“You’ve got the ball you played with this morning? I wish you’d show it me.”


“Certainly,” said the curate. “I believe it’s still in my pocket. Yes, here it is!”


“It isn’t a Skipper,” said Mr. Digby, as he looked at it carefully. “It’s a Silver Queen.”


“That’s funny,” said Drury; “I could have sworn I was playing with a Skipper.”


“What time did you start to play this morning?” asked Mr. Digby.


“Oh, some time about ten.”


“Could you tell me roughly when you would be at the fourteenth hole?”


“I suppose it would be between half past eleven and twelve. But why do you ask?”


“Mr. Drury,” said Digby, “don’t be shocked at what I’m going to say to you. I think it will come easier from a friend than from others. Of course it was quite an accident. Mr. Cardwell, you killed…”


The curate’s face suddenly blanched. “I killed Cardwell?” he asked. “Killed Cardwell, a man whom I hardly knew by sight!”


“Yes, yes, as I said, it was an accident. It might have happened to anyone. You knew nothing about it, of course. But listen, and I’ll try as best I can to explain things to you. You would not notice Cardwell on the course. When I travelled up with him on the tram this morning, he told me that he was going to chip in at the ninth. Supposing now that he came up through the wood and started at the fourteenth tee. Suppose that he sliced his ball and landed in the quarry. He played his ball out of the quarry, a good, clean shot that he would feel sure had landed on the fairway, and in his excitement, he replaced the lofting-iron and took out the club which he felt sure he would require next. In the meantime you had tee’d your ball. Tell me, do you remember that drive?”


“Yes,” said Drury, slowly, “it was a good drive. I let myself go. I thought at the time that it was rather too far to the right, but when I climbed the wall and crossed the rise, I saw my ball a bare hundred yards from the green.”


“It wasn’t your ball that you saw,” Mr. Digby said, “it was Cardwell’s. Your ball had struck the face of the quarry and bounding back dealt Mr. Cardwell the blow which killed him. I’ve read somewhere that a clean cut wound on the head can be caused by a blunt object. He fell and struck his head against a rough projection of rock. Cardwell always used to play with Silver Queens. The ball that we found beside him was yours, Mr. Drury.”


The young man sat with his head bowed, covered by his hands.


“I’ve killed him!” he said. “I’ve killed him!”


“Yes,” said Mr. Digby, as he laid his hand on his shoulder, “you’ve killed him. You were the unwitting instrument that God thought fit to use.” 




OEBPS/Images/chart-wh.png
0123456 789
RPSHK SMTVFULN

B CH





OEBPS/Images/milogo.png
cil
BG-)G—)KS





OEBPS/Images/athel-cover.jpg
THE
(DISADVENTURES

OF
ATHELSTAN DieBY

BY
W. F. HARVEY






