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Collected Stories of
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A YOUNG MAN IN A HURRY

A Glass of Stout

LSIE had plenty of time to kill, so she took her glass

of stout very slowly ; then she carefully gathered up
all the toys and other awkward, untidy parcels, and went
out into the crowd again.

Every few minutes a motor bus went crashing by, a great
burst of light and noise ; and the street lamps danced on
the wet pavements as if they had all been polished.

The lights were certainly very confusing. The shops
were sparkling with their Christmas decorations; every
window was packed from top to bottom with bright
_objects, toys, boxes, sweets, glittering silver balls, strings
of tinsel, garlands of coloured paper running in every
direction. Electric light bulbs sprang up in the most
unexpected places, behind cut glasses, in the midst of red
and green tissue. Mirrors flashed back the lights and the
toys, from above, from below, from either side, till she
could hardly tell which were real things, and which the
dancing, shimmering reflections.

Elsie, drifting vaguely along in the thronged pavements,
was pushed smiling from this side to that. She knew her
hair was falling abroad and would soon be right down :
the big man with the rough frieze coat who had pressed
against her had pulled her hat all aside. She paused for
a moment, smiling and smiling, in front of a shop window,
and saw a plump, untidy, red-faced little woman covered
with parcels smiling back at her. For a second she never
knew it was herself: then she tried to put her hand up to
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12 Collected Stories of

make her hat a bit straight, and push a few ends in, but
Z}lle ;vas carrying far too many things, and she giggled
oud.

The shop she was staring into was a Woolworth’s : just
gnckmore toy each, she thought, and she must be getting

ack.

‘T’ll take this little omnibus,” she said to the girl at the
toy counter. My little boy’ll like that ever so much,’
she explained, ‘ because his daddy drives a General.’

‘ Reelly,” said the girl with polite indifference, her pre-
cise Cockney contrasting with Elsie’s slower country voice.
‘It’s just the thing, then.’

‘Yes,” said Elsie, ‘ you ought to see my Charlie when
he opens that : and I'll have this rattle for my baby, please
—thcy’re pretty, aren’t they ? She’s ncarly ten months
now.

As she began to make a slow progress through the packed
crowds to the door, another man was pressed against her :
he slipped his hand inside her arm and pressed it as if
he knew her. Elsie looked round and he stared hard into
her bright black eyes and smiling, untidy face. Then he
quickly withdrew into the crowd and stood quite still
watching her as she pushed her way along.

She never blamed herself for having that glass of stout.
Yet fancy a respectable married woman with two chil-
dren, going off on her own like this, and popping in and
out of pubs. It really made her laugh. There was still
an hour before they’d be back from their aunt’s. She
hadn’t felt so free for years now. It was like being quite
young again, a girl of eighteen or ninetecn. But she didn’t
want to think of that; she’d got over all that now.

It was going to be the nicest Christmas she’d ever known :
no more struggling and worrying. How much better in
the long run to be settled, to have chosen a fine steady
man like her Reg who stuck to things, and had got himself
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a good job. Young girls of eighteen are silly : they don’t
know what really counts in life. And yet why did God
make them so that they wanted things so much ?

When she went out into the street again, the man who
had caught her arm came a few yards behind and followed
her, taking care to keep out of her sight when she stopped
to look at a window, but watching her with great attention.
His movements were quick and light.

He was a dark fellow of about thirty—not large, but with
a lithe and conscious swagger in his poise, which showed off
his figure. He was dressed in a smart blue serge suit, and
round his neck was a bright handkerchief, tied choker-wise
with a knot on one side. A very light grey cap was pulled
sideways on his head.

Elsie turned into a quiet side-street and walked hesi-
tatingly along. She paused, then retraced her steps in an
uncertain way. On the other side of the road, he followed,
keeping well in the shadow, pausing when she paused. He
walked with his hands thrust tightly into his two jacket
pockets, pulling the coat across his buttocks. In the quiet
street his footfall made no sound : he was wearing rubber-
soled canvas shoes, which made him soft-footed as an otter.

Elsie paused against a dirty grey doorway from which
the paint had peeled. A street lamp cast on 1ts flecked sur-
face white light and violet shadows. She was fumbling
with her parcels, to get her hand free : now, he saw, she
was looking in her purse and taking out a coin. Then she
crossed the road and went into the public house opposite.

He smiled and nodded to himself : then lit 2 Woodbine.
In five minutes he flicked the glowing stub away, and with
a sudden swaggering gesture as if an admiring friend was
watching, he thrust his hands into his jacket pockets again,
and sidled through the swing doors.

Elsie stood at the bar with her stout before her, gazing
reflectively into the mirror against which the shelves of
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bottles stood, watching herself sip. There was nothing
wrong surely in taking a couple of glasses of stout on Christ-
mas Eve. Besides she deserved it after all the hard work
she’d had, and the babies and the way she’d buckled to and
kept at it in the last few years. It was lovely to stand there
and feel so tired and so happy : the last few years seemed
rather unreal now—as if she were watching herself and her
life from the outside. Then safety wrapped her round like
a cloak inside which her body throbbed with warmth and
comfort. She watched herself raise the glass to her lips.
It was funny that this should be Elsie she was watching and
thinking of, Elsie the child, Elsie the silly girl, Elsie the wife
and mother.

She gazed at herself smiling back from the dark mirror ;
then she stopped suddenly with the glass half-way to her
lips. She had seen a face in the glass behind her. It had
given her quite a fright. Then she looked again and it was
real—the old smile, the old dark eyes and brown skin.
And as she stared a voice that she could have told anywhere
salcl very clear and quietly :

‘So it’s Elsie.”

She turned round and instantly his hands were on her
shoulders, and his eyes staring into hers, then going over her
face again and again. She could not speak or find a word
to say, only her heart beat and beat ; there was a throbbing
in her head and all round her, so that she could not remember
where she was, and everything was confused.

‘I should have known you in ten thousand,’” he said.
The words filled her w1th indescribable gladness.

¢ Oh,” she whispered. “It’s you

He looked at her and smiled, his hands still on her shoul-

ders, standing just as they used to stand.
“ So you waited for me?’

His voice brought back a tumult of far-off unhappy

things. She saw him standing in the shimmering heat of
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a July day, with the dappled shade of boughs on his face and
white arms, while the silent woods rang with the cries of
the water fow] in the reeds. She saw his face white in the
darkness of a summer night close to hers.

¢ Waited,” she said, © of course I waited. Didn’t I say I'd
wait ?  Of course I waited.’

She looked at him and her eyes filled with tears.

“Is it really you?’ she said.

‘ You bet your sweet life it is,” he said with an easy laugh.
‘ Doesn’t it look like me?’

‘Oh,’” she said, it looks too like you. Phil, I do love
you so: I've been so unhappy.’

‘ Not too unhappy,” he said, smiling. “ Here, come along
and sit down.’

He took her arm and they sat at a quict table in the corner
of the bar. He looked at her and all the time his old smile
flickered at the corners of his mouth.

¢ Elsic,” he said, ‘ you're a good, sweet girl : you're the
right sort. Here, let me get you a drink : what’s that
you've got, draught stout ?’

‘No—I won’t have another. Oh, fancy seeing you
again. I've thought and thought about you.’

‘ Go on,’ he said, ‘ you’ve thought about plenty of chaps
besides me. Look, here’s your drink : don’t tell me you
can’t drink two glasses of stout : you’re not so innocent
now. Let’s see you drink it—cheero.’

‘I oughtn’t . . .” she said, but soon began.

Phil stared her up and down as she drank.

‘Plump as a partridge, aren’t you?’

Elsie put down her glass with a giggle.

‘You still say the same things.’

‘Do I?’ he said, and under the table he put his hand on
her knee.

‘You mustn’t,” she said, ‘ they’ll see.”

*Go on,” he whispered, ‘let them stop me.’
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‘You don’t get no better, Phil. Don’t. I want to talk
to you.

He looked straight into her eyes and she felt her heart
beat high. It brought everything back so close.

‘You feel the same about me?’ he said after many
seconds.

‘Why ask 2’ she said. ‘I'm no better, Phil.’

He suddenly took his hand away and laughed.

¢ That suits me,” he said. He rose and swaggering over
to the bar hitched his trousers and sprawled across it.

* Come out of dreamland, miss,” he said to the barmaid,
‘and give us another couple of these.’

He winked at Elsie, and brought back her glass filled
again. She took it almost mechanically. She had had
enough now to go on wanting more.

‘ What’s been happening to you ?’ she said. *Where
have you been ?’

¢ All over the map—and you?’

¢ Just here, in London ; all the time. Eight years, isn’t
it? Only it seems like yesterday. What happened to
you, Phil, when you left the village ? I was so unhappy,
Phil. I knew you'd never stolen those things—I stuck up
for you right and left against them all—nasty becalling
crowd, always ready to talk ill. T wouldn’t let nonc of
them say you'd been a thicf.

Phil looked at her closcly and smiled.

¢ What made you so cocksure of it ?” he said.

‘ Because I didn’t care if you were, Phil. What’s the
harm in taking a few little things that no one would ever
miss—and anyhow you were worth all the men there put
together. You were the only one as was alive ; there was
more spunk and go in you, Phil, than all the lot—snivelling
little prick-me-daintics. Most of ’em weren’t men there
at all, I believe.’

She was talking so excitedly that she never felt him put
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his arm round her shoulders and was taken by surprise when
he suddenly pulled her face to his and kissed her full on the
mouth. He looked at her and laughed again.

¢ Pretty hot stuff, aren’t you 2’

‘I don’t know,” she said. ‘I'm a human being. But
go on, tell me what’s happened to you. Have you got
plenty of money ? Where have you been ?’

‘T've got on all right,” said Phil. ‘I always do—when a
lot of fools don’t gect in my way. I've been on a boat.’

‘On a boat? Where to?’

‘ America.’

‘What did you do?’

‘ Oh, therc’s a helluva lot to do in America, if you got
any guts.’

* What then ?’

“Oh, I got on another boat then—but I didn’t like that
much—too much like being a coal miner if you ask me.
I didn’t like it.  So I jumped off one night in the dark and
swam to a little island.’

‘ Phil, you might have been drowned.’

‘Not me, Elsc—we were lying at anchor, only a few
hundred yards. That was a good life, Else—you’d have
liked it, and I thought of you : sunshine all day and no
one to worry you. There were a few other white men
there and I got on all right. Blasted good life.”

He paused and lit another Woodbine, stretching out his
legs stiffty and blowing out the smoke in a great luxurious
cloud.

‘ And the girls,” he said, looking mischievously at Elsie.
*That’s the only place ever yours truly had more than
enough of a good thing.’

“Phil !’ said Elsic, ‘ you don’t mean to say you went
along with black women !’

‘What's wrong ? We all did. Besides they weren’t
black, Else ; coffec blancmange, I should say : all soft.’
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Elsie laughed in spite of herself.

‘ Phil,’ she said, ¢ you're a bad naughty boy. I wonder
I talk to you.

‘ You talk because we ain’t alone,” he said, looking boldly
at her, and she blushed. .

‘ Phil,” she said after a pause, ‘am I bad 2’

¢ Aaow,’ he said, with a sort of soft snarl, ¢ don’t start on
that old tack. What’s bad ? Don’t you like me 2’

She nodded.

‘Well, then . . .” His voice trailed away.

‘ Here, Elsie,” he said, after a pause, ‘ what do you think
I'm doing now, making six or seven pounds a week.’

‘ No, really—are you really 2’

¢ Jonnock,” said Phil, and looked at her with an amused
smile. Elsie waited for him to go, but he only looked at
her and went on smiling.

‘How 2’ she asked at length. ,

¢ Selling things : I'm in trade. That’s the way to make
money.’

‘Do you mean you've got a shop 2’

‘No; but I've got a pitch.’

‘A pitch?’

, “Up at the Caledonian Market.’

¢Oh, yes: I've heard of that. What do you.sell ?’

¢ Anything I can get so cheap people can’t help buy-
ing it.’

g‘;But what things 2 How do you get things so cheap 2’

‘ Oh, the boys see to that.

¢ What boys, Phil 2’

He leant forward and began to explain; keeping his
eyes fixed on Elsi¢’s and talking in a low voice, in short
sentences : never altering his pitch nor taking his eyes from
her face. His quiet voice seemed to go on for a very long
time, and Elsie found she was not following what he was

saying.
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As she listened the room seemed to waver and go im-
mensely far away. It didn’t look real : only Phil’s face
close to her own, and his teeth when he laughed and his
bright yellow and red handkerchief looked clear and more
real than natural.

Then suddenly he stopped talking and stood up. ‘ See
the idea ?” he said. He pulled his cap down on his head
with a flick.

‘ When we go away from here,” he said, jerking his hcad
as if to point out the direction, ¢ you coming back with
me?’

“Aren’t 1?2’ said Elsie.

‘ That'll suit me.’

‘I sometimes feel there’s nothing else real in the world
but you.

He smiled and touched her check gently.

‘Let’s move. Got all your parcels? Like a Christ-
mas tree in skirts, aren’t you? What are all these
things ?’

‘ They’re nothing,” said Elsic. °Just some silly things
I got for my sister. I've a good mind to leave them.’

‘Don’t be silly, Else. They cost something.’

¢ Well, I'll give this one to that girl behind the bar : it’s
only a toy and she might know of some kid.’

Elsic handed over one of her parcels and they went out
into the darkness. Phil thrust his hands in his jacket pockets
again : he made no effort to carry a thing for Elsie. He
strode along beside her with his cautious animal softness,
scrutinizing everything all round him.

Elsie was in a dream, her head swimming. She knew
she had had too much to drink, but nothing mattered now,
and Phil thought none the worse of her for that. He asked
her no questions ; it was his habit to take things and people
as they came. They went a long way through quiet empty
streets, past hoardings, warehouses, waste ground—quite



20 Collected Stories of

silent and deserted so late in the evening. Elsie lost all
sense of direction.

* Come on, Else,” said Phil, ‘don’t get behind. We're
nearly there.’

‘I've dropped a parcel,” said Elsie.

‘Here,” said Phil, ‘ give it me.’

He picked it up and took off the wrapping.

‘ Why,’ he said, ‘ it’s a kid’s motor, toy omnibus. What
are all those parcels? Can’t you leave 'em somewhere ?
What’s this motor for?’

‘ Why,” said Elsie, ‘I mustn’t lose that : that’s for my
little Charlie—he’ll be cver so pleased to sce that—'

¢ Your Charlie ?” said Phil. ‘ What do you—mean ?”’

¢ My little boy—I was taking all these toys home for him
and the baby.’

‘You got two kids?’

 Yes—three years old, and ten months.’

‘What the sweet hell— began Phil, and stopped.
‘Here,” he said, take that glove off” He snatched her
hand.

¢ Oh, you're hurting.’

‘ Hurting—you bitch : you ought to be killed. Look
at that—married woman !’

Elsie began to cry.

* You damned little fool,” said Phil with cold fury, © what
are you playing at ?  Stop that snivelling. So this is what
you call waiting for me, is it ? And I said you were the
right sort !’

‘I meant to wait. I waited really, Phil. I never loved
him. I've never told him a word about you. I only loved
you. Phil, don’t be angry. I never went with any other
man,’Phil. I had to marry, Phil. You never wrote me
even.

¢ What the hell do I care if you've been with a hundred
other men ?’ said Phil. ‘ You could still come with me if
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you weren’t married. Why did you say you’d waited ?
I thought you were a tart out on the loose or something.’

Elsic made a despcrate effort to stop crying.

‘Don’t, Phil,” she said. ‘ When I saw you I seemed to
losé everything. I don’t want my other life. I want to
come with you. Here, see—I mean it.’

She began throwing all her children’s parcels in the road.
Phil watched her, folding his arms with perfect calm and
leaning with his back against a battered hoarding, his face
tight-lipped and rigid.

* And throw yourself after them, now,” he said. ‘ Tdon’t
want you.’

She took his arm and began to pull at it, breaking out
with another burst of tears.

‘ Phil,’ she said, ‘I want to come with you. Don’t you
want me ? Phil, you said you wanted me. Oh, don’t be
so hurt. Don’t you see, Phil, I've been waiting for you
all the time?’

He jerked her off.

¢ A nice damn fool I should look,” he said, ¢ poking my
nose in along with a married woman and two kids. Think
I'm a damn fool? I don’t mess about with married
women ; see that? Clear off home—I don’t want

ou.

‘But, Phil. . . > She scized his arm again, but this time
he suddenly moved and deftly catching her by the wrists
forced her hands away. Sobbing out loud she tried to
reach him, to pierce through his terrible quiet coldness.
He must be only acting : he loved her really.

‘ Here, stop it,” he said. Very coolly he raised his hand
and gave her a swinging blow on the cheek, with his open
hand. He held her by the wrist and struck her face three
times.

Elsie felt the blood start up inside her cheeks. Another
stunning blow landed and another so that she reeled and
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almost fell.  She put her hands up to her head—the lights
and the pavement swinging round her dizzily.

‘ Now will you believe me ?* Phil’s voice said in her ear.
‘Next time I shan’t even see you.

Her head swam and her eyes were blind with tears :
when she came to herself he was gone.

She ran, crying out,  Phil, Phil, wait for me, Phil,’ and
weeping as she ran.  But there was no sign of him, and the
street was empty. She ran and walked, weeping and talk-
ing to herself and to Phil, imploring him to come back to
her. Perhaps through here, she thought, he’s only hiding.
She turned through a gap in the broken hoardings and
struck across the waste refuse ground.  She went across the
broken, pitted ground, stumbling at every stride, falling on
her knees in the dark. She toiled up heaps of ash and
refuse, piled as high as cottages above her head, her hands
grasping at the ashes and thin blades of scrannel grass.
Surely that was Phil in the darkness moving in front of
her : no, there was nothing : nothing at all. Only old
wheels long rusted and half buried, broken crockery shining
in the darkness, discarded magazines and papers which
caught at her legs—dead thoughts, forgotten hopes, things
longed for and never given. Her tears gushed up again in
new springs of despair ; tcars she had shed so many years
before. Now she sank down and put her head on her
arms ; now she hurried on hoping again she would find him.

She wandered at last out of the vacant lot into the street
again : then on and on through a maze of quiet deserted
roads, whete she had never been : tall warehouses loomed
up on either side of her, casting pitch black shadows. The
lamps bracketed on their sides were very far between.
Between the circles of light they shed on the road all was
darkness. The whole place was deserted. Only once she
passed a lurking couple, motionless like statues, whose eyes
followed her as she went by,
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After she stopped weeping it became a dull pain inside
her, and her head throbbing and burning. Her eyes felt
hot, and her face stiff as a2 mask.  She began to pass people
again, and found herself among lights and traffic.

She wandered aimlessly. Where could she go? Phil
was lost now. He had turned his back on her. She had
given up everything for him. The thoughts rcpeated
themselves heavily, muffled like a drugged pain. She
could never go home after her wickedness. She had
thrown her children’s toys in the street. Thrown her home
away. She saw her husband standing stock still in the
kitchen at ten, at eleven, at twelve o’clock, wondering why
she didn’t come : but if he knew what she had done, he
would turn her away. She moaned as she walked, fright-
ened at her own wickedness, doubting what had happened.

¢ Oh, Phil,’ she whispered,  help me now.”  She saw him
with his shirt open, the dappled shade across him, the grcen
boughs and bluc July air tremulous with heat all round him.
But the image of Phil changed : it stood in a dark street
against a hoarding, tight-lipped, fixing her with narrowed
eyes, and beat her away. ‘ Throw yourself after them,’ it
said, ‘I don’t want you. I don’t want you.’

As the words sank in the secret centre and core of her
body was frozen with horror. She stood transfixed, then
ran forward as an omnibus roared towards her and flung
herself on the road in front of it.

Every passenger on the omnibus, almost, saw a woman
pitch forward from the kerb. Therc followed a moment
of agonizing doubt, when only the driver’s skill and steadi-
ness could save her life. Instead of braking, he accelerated
and wrenched his vehicle round : the front wheel and mud-
guard brushed her face, the safety rails between the wheels
caught and flung her sideways. Then with a shudder and
a grind the bus stopped.

The driver leapt from his seat and was the first to reach
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Elsie as she lay huddled on the road. He knelt quickly and
began to raise her head and shoulders.

Then suddenly he picked her up in his arms and was
pushing through the crowd. .

‘I’s my own wife,” he said, ‘ this is my own wife. Let
me pass.”

He carried her into a shop and laid her down on a coat
which someone threw on the floor. Water was brought
and dashed in her face. He could say nothing.

A stranger touched him on the shoulder.

‘You saved her life,” he said. ‘ Not many men could
have got by her like that.”

In several minutes she began to move and came to : then
she recognized him and smiled.

‘I'm not hurt,” she said. ‘ The lights dazzle my eyes ;
make these people go away, Reg.’

An hour afterwards she was sitting at her own kitchen
table with her husband standing beside her.  She sat quite
still with her head resting on her arm, staring in front of
her. She still scemed dazed, he thought.

He was a quict man with an untidy awkward body,
much taller than Phil but with no fire in his movements.

‘ Oh, Elsie,” he kept saying, “it’s wonderful to see you
there. Elsie, I love you so much. It’s so wonderful to
have you safe.’

‘It was only your wonderful driving and steadiness saved
me,” she said in a dull voice. ‘ Everyone said it was that.’

‘I can’t make out how you came to fall like that,” he said,
for the sixth or seventh time. ‘ Can’t you remember what
happened 2’

She shook her head, picked at the tablecloth with her
fingers.

“If I tell you—will you think I'm terribly wicked ?” she
said at length.

‘ Wicked ?  As if I should go thinking you wicked.
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‘You haven’t heard,” she said. ‘I am wicked.

‘Ifell,” Elsic said very slowly and painfully, ‘ because I'd
been drinking—and I'd—TI'd had a glass of stout—and I lost
all the toys I'd bought. . . > She broke off and fell silent.

‘ Elsic,” he said, “ you silly thing. I thought you were
going to say something terrible. You're all upset. I
should like to scc anyone who thought you were wicked.’

He gently raised her from the table and put his arms round
her. At first she resisted, pressing him away with her
hands on his chest and turning her head right away.  Gradu-
ally he felt her body relax and he drew her closer and
presscd his lips gently against her forehcad.  Then he found
she was crying, the tears running very quickly and quietly
down her face.

He was much too tall to hold her comfortably, and his
movements were stiff and clumsy in pressing her soft body
against his. He found that by straining round and stretch-
ing out his arm carcfully he could just reach the light switch
and turn it out.

They stood for a very long time in the firclight. He
said nothing and never moved, thinking it would be good
for her nerves to hold her quictly. Gradually her tears
stopped.  She gave one or two sighs : her body seemed to
grow limper and he realized she was almost falling asleep
in his arms, her muscles becoming relaxed and casy, her
forchead gleaming pale and calm as the firelight flickered

on it.



The Half-Mile

ATURDAY noon. The town hall clock boomed the
hour in the distance. All over the town, hooters called
to each other from street to street. From the gates of
twenty different potteries men, women, boys and girls
streamed.  Ones and twos grew to a steady flow, then died
away again to oncs and twos.
Andrew Williamson, a dipper at the Royal Chorley, was
stoppcd at the gate by old Jones the doorkecper.
‘So long, Andrew,” he said, ‘good luck for the half-
mile.”
Andrew glanced at him, and looked away sclf-con-
sciously.
‘How did you know I was running ?°
¢ Oh, I takes an interest, sald_]oe, used to run a half~mile
myself
“Go on?’ said Andrew. ‘I never knew.’
‘I was good for one-fifty-cight,” said the old man.
‘ That was good going in those days.’
‘Go on ?” said Andrew again, ‘ but that’s class running.
That’s a class half-mile.’
 Oh, I dunno, plenty on ’em do it now !’
‘Well, I wish I could. That’'s my ambition: to get
inside two minutes. I've never beaten two-four yet !’
* Well, this is just the day for it,” the veteran told him.
‘ You have a nice trot round first : , get some good summer
a1r into your lungs : you'll win.’

* But I've never run in a class race,” Andrew persisted.
26
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‘T've only done Club races. I can’t hope for motc’n a
placc ; look who'’s running.’

“Who 2’ said Jones.

‘ Well, there’s six of us in the final. Let’s scc: Joe
Brewster, the cross-country man ; he can run a four-thirty
mile, and now he wants to try the half’

‘ Well, he’ll never do two minutes,” said Jones, * take it
from me’

‘ Then there’s Perry, him as ran at the ‘ Threc Clubs’
meet at Derby last week. He did two-four then.

‘Well, who else?’

¢ There’s that Redbrooke, the Cambridge Blue. I ain’t
got an earthly.

‘He’s a fine runner,’ said Jones, ‘ but d’you think he’s
trained in May ? Not likely ; it'll be his first time out—
trial spin like. Arc you trained ?’

¢ Pretty good,” said Andrew, been at it evenings all the
month. Had a good race a weck ago.’

‘ Take it from mc,’ Jones told him slowly, * stick to Red-
brooke. He'll come up at the end of the first quarter.
You watch ’im. Don’t mind what the others do. And
don’t run on the outside round bends.’

‘Well, T know enough for that,” said Andrew.

¢ Ah, you know, you know,” said Jones. ‘Well, good
luck, lad.

Andrew turned back again as he was going. “If I could
ever best two minutes,” he said, a little sclf-consciously, * it’d
mean—oh, well, a hellova lot.”

Andrew left him and went alone into the square garden to
eat his sandwiches. It was a bright early summer day, yet
now he was alone he felt chilly with nerves. He had a
forty minutes’ bus ride to the ground, and he meant to get
there early. The half-mile was timed for three.

What chance had he got 2 He had won his heat in two-
six the evening before, but that meant nothing. Joe
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Brewster was behind him, but he’d only paced it out, he
knew. Perry and Redbrooke had tied the other heat in
two-five. Therc was nothing to go by. Dreadful if he
found himself outclassed and run off his legs. He had
never becn up against a class man before—a fellow like
Redbrooke.

Once in the bus he tried his best not to think of the race.
No good getting too much of a needle.  Yet it was a big
chance.

Why, if he did well, if he was placed in the race to-day,
his name would bec in the Sentinel. The old ’uns would
like to see that, too. If he could beat two minutes—well,
he would some day, before he died. That would be doing
something really big. It would give him confidence. It
would make him stronger altogether.

The bus jogged along with such pleasant fancies.
Andrew reached the ground, bag in hand, at half-past one.
It gave him a qucer feeling to see S1xpence Entrance’ on
the gates, and ‘ This stand a shilling,” and the like. It made
him fecl very responsible that people should pay to come to
the sport he was providing.

He was practically the firstcomer in the changing-room.
He changed slowly, putting his clothes on a bench in the
corner. He put on his spiked shoes with elaborate care
and went out on to the track. It was three laps to the mile
instead of the four he was used to. Pity: evcry strange-
ness was a little disturbing in a race. There were not four
corners either, but two long straights with a long semi-
circular sweep at each end.

Andrew found the half-mile start, and took his bearings.
He trotted round half a lap, took one or two sprints, then
some breathing exercises. He paced up the back-straight.
That was where he must come up to the front. He deter-
mined to make a real sprinting start, and get an inside berth
at all costs. No need for old Jones to tell him not to run
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on the outside round bends. It was past two by now. One
or two people were coming into the stands, the first event
being at 2.30. When he got back to the changing-room
he found it full of a noisy jostling crowd. He felt rather
strange and out of it. If only he could get it over. Three-
quarters of an hour to wait still. On a table a naked body
was being massaged. Andrew waited his turn for a rub.
This seemed really professional.

‘Your turn, sir,” said the rubber.

Andrew stripped off his vest.

‘ Might as well take your bags off, too.’

He divested himself a bit shyly, and lay face downwards
on the table. '

‘ Front side first, old man,’ said the rubber.

It seemed a bit indccent, but Andrew turned over.

The man pummeclled his stomach, then his back, then his
buttocks, his thighs and his calves, rubbing in a strong
smelling oil that gingered up his skin and made his nerves
tingle. Good.

He saw Brewster and Perry talking and made a remark
to them about the half-mile, but they did not seem to
remember who he was. He found himself a scat alone.
If only he could get it over.

A red-faced man thrust the door open.

*All out for the hundred,” he shouted.

‘Know who that is?’ somconc said. *That’s Major
Cunliffe—the old international.’

The hundred-yards men trooped out. There were four
or five heats in the hundred. Andrew watched out of the
changing-room window, but he couldn’t concentrate and
took no stock 6f what happened. He was acutely miserable.

At last the hundred yards was finished. A minute or so
dragged by. Andrew stood up and sat down again and
fastened his shoes for the fifth time. Then the door burst
open and Major Cunliffe looked in again.
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“ All out for the half-mile !’

At the same time he heard a bell ringing outside. It
sounded fateful. It meant next event due. All over the
ground people were turning over their programmes and
reading the names. As the clangour died away Andrew
fclt something approaching terror. He sprang to his feet
and crossed towards the door.

Now a new awkwardness arose. Why did none of the
other half-milers move ? He waited for a moment for
them to join him, but each man of them scemed to have
found some last-minute adjustment to a shoe or bandage.

* Well,” said Brewster, ‘ I suppose we’d better be moving.’

¢ Wait a bit, Joe,” said Perry, ‘I must get my ankle strap
on.

Andrew hovered miserably in the doorway of the chang-
ing-room. Why couldn’t they buck up and get it over ?
If only he could get it over. At last, finding it ridiculous
to hold the door open any longer, he went through it and
waited outside in the concrete passage. Hc certainly could
not walk on to the track without the others, nor could he
go back into the changing-room. He leant against the wall
trying to think of nothing.

What could the others be doing ? “ Oh, come on,” he
murmured, ‘ comeon !’ Next time he would know better
than to get up before the other men in his race were on the
move.

The sunlight end of the passage was suddenly eclipsed
and the Major brushed by him.

‘ Where are those half-milers?’ he said genially to
Andrew. :

‘I think—" began Andrew, but found an answer was
not expected.

The Major opened the door, and Andrew caught a
glimpsc of the bunch of them standing and talking as if

the race meant nothing.
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‘ Everyone out for the half~mile—come on, please,” said
the Major.

This time they came, and with beating heart Andrew
_]omcd them.

¢ Well, Brewster,” said the Major, ¢ what are you going to
show us to-day ?’

Don t expect you'll notice me,’ said Brewster, * after the
gun’s gone. T shall try and stick to young Redbrooke for
the first six hundrcd anyhow. I only want to seec what I
can do !’

It sounded splendldly casual, but Andrcw had a strong
feeling that what Brewster meant was: ‘I rather fancy
myself as a class half-miler, so just watch mec. I belicve
I can beat Redbrooke. I'm not troubling about the rest,
anyhow.’

Andrew stepped gingerly along the track. He felt rather
better at being in the open air. Then he glanced behind
him at the grandstand. He reccived a shock. It was full—
full of banks of people looking at him, waiting to sce him run.

With eyes fixed on the ground, he left the track and
began to walk across the grass towards the start. The half-
mile, being a lap and a half, led off at the farthest point
from the grandstand. The half-lap brought it round to the
stand just at the stage where the race was getting into its
stride, when everybody was beginning to feel the collar
and those who meant business were jostling for places in
front. The remaining complete lap brought the finish
round to the grandstand again.

Andrew’s path took him into the middle of the ground ;
here the crowd was less imminent. The summer was still
new enough to greet the senses with surprise. He stepped
lightly on the clastic turf. The grass breathed out delicious
freshness. For years afterwards that fragrance was to set
Andrew’s nerves tingling with the apprchension of this
moment.
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The lively air fanned his head and throat. It played
about his bare legs.

Andrew saw the other half-milers were trotting round
the track. Occasionally one would shoot forward in a
muscle-stretching burst. Andrew tried a high-stepping
trot across the grass to flex his own legs, but was too self-
conscious to keep it up.

He reached the starting point first. Another agonizing
wait followed. The others were still capering round the
path. Would he never get it over ? - Surely the tension of
nerves must rack the strength from his limbs 2 At last the
starter approached.

“Jolly day for a trial spin,” he told Andrew. ‘ Makes me
feel an old fool to be out of it. I envy you boys.”

Andrew fclt too miscrable to answer. He nodded.

“If you want a place,” said the starter, ‘ take my advice
and watch Redbrooke. Hc'll probably try to take Brew-
ster off his legs early—he knows he can’t sprint, you
sce.

Andrew nodded again.  Of course it was a forcgone con-
clusion that only Redbrooke and Brewster were in the race.
No one had a thought for him.

The others began to arrive. Andrew stripped off his
sweater. Again he was premature. The others waited.
All were silent now.

Redbrooke was strolling across the ground with one of
the officials. He looked up and broke into a brisk trot.

The air still freshened Andrew’s face.  Across the ground
he could hear the murmur of the crowd. A paper-boy was
shouting.

Still none of the runners spoke. In silence, one by one,
they took off blazers and sweaters. The well-known
colours of Brewster’s club appeared—a red and black band
round the chest. Redbrooke cantered up unconcerned.

* Sorry,” he said, and emerged from his blazer in Achilles
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Club colours. Andrew glanced at his plain white things,
longer and tighter than Redbrooke’s.

The runners cyed cach other as they took their places on
the track. Redbrooke was a shade taller than Andrew and
perfectly formed. His corn-coloured hair was a dis-
hevelled crop, paler in huc than the tan of his face. His
limbs flashed with youth and strength. His poise was quick
as flame.

No wonder he can run, thought Andrew. He must
win.

‘I shall say on your marks—set—and then fire.”

At last, thought Andrew. His heart was beating in his
throat now.

A second toiled by.

Andrew dropped to his knee for a sprinting start.

‘Set!’

His knee quivered up from the track. It was toes and
knuckles now, a balance quivering with tautness.

CrasH.

Scurry. Shoulders jostling. Mind out.

Andrew shot clear, going at top speed. He swung into
the inside place. So far, so good. He'd got his inside
place, and the lead too. Was he to make the running ?
He settled down into a stride, fast but easy.

He breathed calmly through his nose. Although the
race had started, he still felt very nervous—an exhilarating
nervousness now. He saw cach blade of grass where cut
turf edge met track. A groundsman set down a whitcwash
pail.

Andrew realized he was cutting out too fast a pace. He
swung into a slower stride.  So far all had gone according to
plan, and he began to take courage.

. As they approached the pavilion for the first time and
the second long corner of the race, he found Perry was

creeping up on his outside. Andrew was surprised and a
B
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little worried. In all the half-miles he had run before the
pace he had sct would have assured him the lead. He
decided to make no effort, and Perry passed stride by stride
and dropped into the lead. Andrew continued at his own
pace, and a gap of a yard or two opened.

As they came on to the bend there was a sudden sputter
of feet and Andrew found that Brewster had filled the gap.
Others were coming up, and he realized that the whole
field was moving faster than he was. He quickened up
slightly and swung out tentatively to pass Brewster again.
Before he could pass the corner was reached. He at least
knew better than to run on the outside round the curve ;
so he slackened again to pull back into the inside. But in
the very thought of doing so, the runner bchind closed
smoothly and swiftly up to Brewster, and Andrew saw that
Redbrooke had got his inside berth. Andrew had to take
the curve on the outside.  Blinking fool,” he told himself.

Old Jones and one or two other experienced runners in
the crowd caught each other’s eycs for a moment; the
rest of the audience had no notion of the little display of
bad technique that Andrew had given.

So they went round the long curve. Perry in the lead
and still pressing the pace ; Brewster second, with no very
clear notion of what the pace ought to be, and determined
not to lose Perry; Redbrooke kecping wisely within
striking distance and Andrew bunched uncomfortably on
the outside of Redbrooke with two others.

By the time they came out of the long bend and com-
pleted the first half of the racc, Andrew was thoroughly
rattled. Never had he felt such a strain at this stage of a
half-mile. Already it was difficult to get enough air; he
was no longer breathing evenly through his nose. Already
a numbing weakness was creeping down the front of his
thighs. Hopeless now to think of gaining ground. With
relief he found he was able to drop into the inside again
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behind Redbrooke. They had becn running now for
about one minutc—it seemed an age. Could he possibly
stick to it for another period, as long again? The long
stretch of straight in front of him, the long sweep of curve
at the end of the ground that only brought you at the begin-
ning of the finishing straight. Then the sprint. Already
he felt he could not find an ounce of sprint.

Pace by pace he stuck to it, watching Redbrooke’s feet.

But even now he must quicken up if he was to hold
Redbrooke. At each step Redbrooke’s back was leaving
him. He struggled to lengthen, but it was useless. Red-
brooke was moving up to the front. Now he was equal
with Brewster ; now with Perry ; now he was in the
lead. How easy Redbrooke’s move down the back-
straight looked from the grandstand. °Pretty running,’
people told each other. ‘Just the place to come up.’
‘ Nicely judged.” °See how he worked himself through
from the last corner.”

And this was the very place at which Andrew had meant
to move up himself. He remembered nothing of his plans
now. It was impossible to increase his effort. Onc of the
men bchind came smoothly by and dropped into the gap
that Redbrooke had left in front of him. The sixth man
came up on his outside. There was a kind of emptiness at
his back. He was running equal last.

Now they came to the final curve before the finishing
straight. His legs seemed powecrless. He grunted for
breath. The weakness in his thighs had grown to a cramp-
ing pain. And all the time with full despair he saw Red-
brooke going up, now five yards clear, now eight. Perry
had dropped back to third, and Brewster was chasing
Redbrooke.

Dark waves of pain swept over Andrew. Hopeless.
Hopcless.

Still he must keep running with control. He must force
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his legs to a smooth long stride. This was the worst part
of any race.

‘ Come on,” he told himself, ‘ another fifty yards—guts,
man—guts.’

Had only Andrew known what the others were feeling,
he would have taken courage.. The whole pace of the first
quarter, thanks to Andrew’s own cxcitement, had been
faster than anyone cared for. Redbrooke, untrained as he
was, had found himsclf badly winded at the quarter-mile
mark. He, too, doubted whether he would have any
punch left at the finish. He determined, thercfore, to
make a surprise effort early when he still had a powerful
sprint in him. As soon as they came into the curve, he
stepped on the gas as hard as he could, three hundred yards
from home, and stcamed away. He jumped a lead of five,
eight, ten yards before Perry or Brewster realized what was
happening. It was a thing the crowd could follow better
than the men in the race.

Now as they came into the straight, Andrew thought
Redbrooke was gathering himself for a final dash. Far
from it ; he was hanging on for grim death. His sparkling
effort had died right away. His stride was nerveless. The
sprinting muscles in his thighs had lost every ounce of their
power. He was struggling and asking himself at cvery
stride : “Can I, can I, can I—surely those steps are drawing
nearer—can I last it ?’

Perry was desperately run out. Brewster had alrcady
been chasing Redbrooke hard for the last thirty yards, but
could nog find any pace at all.

Andrew alone of the field had he known it had been
nursing his remnant of strength round that gruelling bend.
Only forty yards to go now and he could throw all he had
into a last desperate effort. Keep it up just a moment
more. Thirty yards to the straight now—twenty—sud-
denly his control was shattered. He was fighting in a

<
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mindless fury of cffort for every ounce of strength in
him.

In ten yards he saw his whole fortune in the race change.
He had got a sprint, then ! The man on his outside van-
ished. He raced round the outside of the fellow in front
hand over fist as he came into the straight. In another
few yards he had the faltering Perry taped.

He had already run into third place. New strength
surged through his limbs. ‘Come on, come on: up,
you can catch Brewster. Level. Feel him struggling.
He can’t hold you. Got him !’

Far, far off, a distant frenzied pain, somewhere ; someone
else’s pain. Miles away a face on the side of the track.

Second now. Second, and he could catch Redbrooke.
But could he catch him in time 2 They werc past the start
of the hundred yards now : a bare hundred to go. Could
he? Could he? The first brilliance of his sprint had
gone. He was fighting again in an agonizing weakness
that dragged his legs back. But he was doing it, foot by
foot. Fists clenched, to force speed-spent muscles.

Split seconds dragged strange length out. The straight
went on and on. Five yards bchind, now four, now
three. :

Redbrooke heard him, then felt him : two yards behind,
now at his shoulder. He racked himsclf for a new effort.
Together they swept past the hundred-yards finish, ten
yards from the half-mile tape, with the dull roar of the
crowd in their ears. Redbrooke saw he was beaten, but
stuck to it till the last foot.

Then Andrew led.

A splendour of gladness as he watched the stretch of white
wool break on his own chest.

‘ You've done it, you've done it ! Incredible, precious
moment.

Then he dropped half~unconscious on the track.



A Wet Saturday Night

RS. PLOWMAN stepped heavily off the bus,
Mforged up the road against the rain, and hurried in at,
her own gate. This, with its familiar moan, welcomed
and announced her arrival.

‘Home at last,” she repeated to herself. * Home at last.
Now just to get me wet things off and to sit before the hot
fire with a nice cup of tea.

Her latchkey stuck for a2 moment in the keyhole before
turning. She was trying to work it with her left hand, as
her right arm was holding two bulky paper parcels ; an old
pair of slippers for dad, that her lady had given her, and one
or two bits of old dresses for herself or the girls. Probably
the girls would have them.

As she stood in the rain struggling with the key, it came
over her suddenly that she was very tired—just about used
up. It was after nine now, and she’d been on the go every
minute of the time since 7.15 in the morning. Yes, mother
was first out in the morning, and last back at night for the
most of it. It was heavy work doing two places, and
popping back in the middle of the day to get her old man’s
midday mcal. Saturday night, and two late dinners she’d
cooked and served before getting home to her own fire and
supper.

‘ Drat the thing,’ she said, as the key still stuck. * What’s
come to it ?°  She was beginning to feel that she was a bit
wet and clammy, also that the time was drawing near when
she would have to go a bit more easy. The day would

o
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come when those extra half-crowns and five shillings, that
meant such a lot, would have to go.

At last the key turned, and Mrs. Plowman plunged
thankfully into the passage. In another moment she was in
her hot, crowded kitchen. She began to talk at once, even
as she hung her wet coat and hat on the back of the door.

‘ Now, you girls,” she said, * which of you’s goin’ to make
room for your ma? Come on now. Is Bessie in?’

‘Been in ten minutes,’ said Bessie.

* And not one of you great girls "as the sense to hang up
your things to dry ! Well, I never saw such a family.’
She made despairing clucks with her teeth, smiling at the
same time, as if their shortcomings were a standing joke.

‘I've brought some things in here,” she said, putting the
parcels on the table. ‘Not so fast now—that's a pair of
slippers for yer dad’s tootsies. No more pattering round
the tiles in your socks, Dad,” she said.

Dad, grey-haired and shirt-slceved, who had not moved
up till now, stirred in his armchair and looked up from the
book that he had been reading now for the last six months.
He read very slowly and with some difficulty, but that
enabled him to think all the more. It was a life of Wesley.

She flung the slippers at his feet. Without speaking he
put them on and nodded approval. He stretched his legs
towards the fire. A dustman gets a good many per-
quisites, but seldom anything so useful as a good pair of
leather slippers just his right size.

The three girls, all in the "teens, moved aside to let their
mother draw a chair near the fire, but it was Lily, the
youngest, who said: ‘I'll get your tea. What'll you
have ?’

‘ Just the tea,” said Mrs. Plowman.

She sat with her knees apart, her hands folded in her lap.
Her damp hair straggled down her back. She belonged to
that generation which seems to have solved worse than any
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other women in history the problem of doing their hair.
Like others of her ycars she had a perfect touch for a good
blowsy effect.

She looked thoughtfully around at her daughters, and
had a vague feeling that somconc was missing. It made
the house very crowded to have three grown girls living at
home. Therc was a bed in the front room at this moment
and that was a thing that Mrs. Plowman strongly disliked.
Yet she never even thought of the time when these three
should go, and leave dad and her reom to turn round in,
with just a lodger or two. Mrs. Plowman liked a crowd.
She expected the family to gather round her, and if they
sat down less than sixtcen or cighteen to Christmas dinner,
with half of them sleeping the night on chairs and sofas, and
two or three in every bed, she found the proceedings dismal.

Rose was running quickly through the parcel of women’s
clothes that Mrs. Plowman had brought.

*Ooo0 !’ she exclaimed, pulling out a faded silk under-
slip and draping it over her front. ‘TI'll *ave this one.

*You put that down,” said her mother. ‘T'm goin’ to
wear that.’

The girls all giggled.

‘You think too much of finery,” said Mrs. Plowman.
* Whatever docs a young girl like you want with a sitk
shimeasy ?  You're getting to think yourself too classical.’

Mrs. Plowman felt a little uncasy about Rose. Bessie
was a good, unselfish, s:cady girl—but that temper of hers !
Well, perhaps it was true, that came from her mother ; but
she’d have to lcarn sense sooner or later.  And Lily, the kid
of fourteen, she’d grow up to be the best of them yet,
thought Mrs. Plowman. Shc’s the one that has the thought
to look after her ma. ’ '

Then there was poor Flo, onc of the married .ones, at
home now as well. One more or less didn’t make much
difference, and as long as Flo’s Sid chose to behave like that
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it was far better she should be at home for a few days.
And where was Flo at present? She’d felt there was
someone missing.

Flo’s got some pluck, too, thought Mrs. Plowman.
Often enough she’d see her smiling and laughing away, and
then she’d catch a look, just a look, but she would see the
girl was suffering.

But where was Flo? Generally she liked to be with
them. Besides, where elsc could she be 2 Suddenly Mrs.
Plowman fclt a little uncasy.

‘ Where’s Flo ?” she said.

‘Dunno, I'm sure,” said Rose.

‘Don’t care, cither, I suppose,” said Mrs. Plowman.
‘Where’s Flo, Bessie ?°’

“Haven’t seen her for hours,” said Bessic. ‘I was
wondering.’

‘ Wondering, indeed !’

‘ She went out,” said Lily.

‘Went out! On a night like this? When? What
time ?’

¢ About six,” said Lily.

‘You're a nice lot ! * said Mrs. Plowman. ‘ Not one of
you ’ad the sensc to tell me she was trapesing about in the
rain on a night like this. Where’s she gone to ?’

‘I believe she’s gone round to sce Sid,” said Lily.

¢ Sid’s a rotter,” said Bessie. ‘I'd like to get my ands
on 'im.

‘I ’ope it's all right’ said Mrs. Plowman. ‘Why
couldn’t one of you take the trouble to find out ? Some-
times I think you've no sense at all. I've a good mind to
run round to Sid’s.” Mrs. Plowman put her half-finished
cup of tea down regretfully. It was a bit hard, she felt,
when she’d been on the go all day, she couldn’t even have
a cup of tea in peace.

*You can’t go out,” said Bessie. ‘ The rain’s orful.’
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‘I.wish I knew she was all right. You don’t seem to
realize what she’s "ad to go through.’

‘Oh, it’s all right, said Bessie. ‘Don’t get so upset.’

Yet she had upset them all.  For they knew their mother
was not one to raise foolish scares. If she doubted whether
it was all right, then there was reason to doubt.

Shaking her head, Mrs. Plowman again picked up her
cup of tea.

* Half-past nine !’ she said. ‘ She ought to be in by now.
She ought to be in.’

They sat for a moment.

‘What's that?’ said Mrs. Plowman. ‘A car? It’s
stopped here.’

There was a loud knock on the door.

‘No! You stay here,” Mrs. Plowman shouted, ‘T'll

0.

She flung the front door open to the rain and was con-
fronted by a couple of constables.

‘ What is it 2’ she said. ‘ Come in, won’t you ?

¢ Are you Mrs. Plowman, ma'am ?’

‘Yes, I am Mrs. Plowman.’

‘ Mother of Mrs. Leary ?”

‘Yes, that’s my Flo. Wot’s wrong ? Wot—'

‘It’s all right. She’s all right now, but she’s been in the
canal.’

‘Where ! ’Ere, I'll come. Bring me my coat, Bess
—— No, don’t you come—it’s Flo—I'm goin’.’

‘Mary ! Mary !’ called father from the top of the stairs.
¢ Wait "arf a mo’. I've only got me pants on. Wait till
I've got me trousers on—can’t you wait ?’

But the door slammed behind Mrs. Plowman. The
three girls crowded into the passage. Mr. Plowman ran
down the stairs, his trousers over his arm.

‘ Let me get decent,” he said, ‘ and I'm going out to find
‘em. We can’t stay in like this.’
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Mrs. Plowman was rattled along the streets in a taxi.
To think that it should have come to this, she thought.
How could Flo have done it ? she asked herself.  She could
never have dreamed of her child doing anything so rash—so
wicked.

And then she thought, poor Flo, that she should have
been driven that far, and living under her mother’s roof all
the time, too. Why couldn’t the girl have said a bit more
about it ? How the rain did beat on the windows of the
taxi. Oh, poor Flo, why couldn’t she have said more ?
What had she been through all these days, not telling her
mother enough about it : never mind, Flo, you must tell
me now. Thank God, she’s got me to go to her now.

Perhaps it was all an accident, too—she’d fallen, poor
child. These were nice thoughts for her mother to go
having about her own daughter.

‘ What happened ?” she said to the policeman. ‘ Was
itan accident ? ;It must have been. She couldn’thave . . .
meant . . . But Mrs. Plowman could not say it.

* She’s all right,” one said. ‘Don’t you worry, ma.’

* Oh, not so much of your ma,’ said Mrs. Plowman.
‘I don’t want kiddin’.’

¢ She’s a bit hysterical . . . wrought up like,” said the
policeman. *But there didn’t seem to be any call to take
her to the hospital ; so we just brought her along to the
police station for a while. All we want is someone as will
be responsible for ’er ; take her home and look after ’er.”

‘Well, I'll do that.’

‘Well, 'm glad of that. There’s been some trouble,
ain’t there; her husband or something ?”’

‘Yes. She’s been living with me for the last week or so.
If only I'd been home to-night this wouldn’t have happened.
I've had ten and there’s nothing ever happened like this in
our family. We ain’t that class.’

Ten children, she thought to herself, and sometimes they
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seemed to bring nothing but trouble. If Flo had had any
scnse she’d have never wanted to marry Sid.  But what can
they know about it at eighteen, what can they know ? If
only she’d ’ave listened to her mother for half a minute,
I would ’ave told ’er Sid would let her down one day, for
all he’s an ex-Guardsman, with his fine looks and handsome
ways. But what’s the use ? If a girl can’t get a man one
way, she’ll have him another. Father said stop the whole
thing, but that would have been worse still. What a
mercy there’s someone always there to help them with
a little sense and steadiness. 'What would happen to them
all sometimes, she thought, without her at the back of
them ?

¢ Where are we going ?” she asked.

¢ Albany Street Police Station.”

‘ How much’ll this ride be? I've five bob here,” she
said, taking out her purse.

¢ Oh, that’s all right this way, Mrs. Plowman, you'll want
that to be getting home with, and maybe for a hot drink or
two.’

¢ Thanks very much, I'll keep it then,” she said.

The taxi drew up opposite the police station. Once more
Mrs. Plowman gathered herself together and lunged
through the driving rain.

¢ Straight on,” one of the constables told her, as they
pushed open the police station door.

Mrs. Plowman glanced into a room on the left where an
officer, unbuttoned and ungirdled, sat at a desk, with a pair
of spectacles on his nose. She was piloted down a boarded
passage, and found herself in a large, bare room, furnished
with just a bench, a table and one or two wooden chairs.
There were one or two people in the room, but Mrs. Plow-
man scarcely saw them.

There was Flo sitting double on the bench moaning and
crying. How terribly bedraggled she looked—like some-
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thing dredged up out of a pond ; her hair all down and

strcaming, bits of weed still clinging to her wet stockings.

Without knowing what she did, Mrs. Plowman caught
her in her’arms and klsscd her again and again.

‘ Well, Flo,” she said, ‘ you're a nice one.

Flo looked up, her face strange and haggard.

‘ Oh, mother,’ she said, and burst out with another rush
of ‘sobs.

Ms. Plowman quickly knelt down in front of her.

‘ Come on, now, off with these wect stockings Do you
want me to unbutton your shoes for you ? * she said, pulling
them off quickly. ‘Dragging your old mother out on a
night like this.’

Flo stirred to a little action and began to help herself.

‘It’s not what you think,” she managed to say. ‘TI'll tell
you.

‘ Never mind about that,” said Mrs. Plowman. ¢ Here,
who’s got a towel ?°

‘Here’s a towel 2’

Mrs. Plowman began rubbing and rubbing at Flo’s frozen
fcet

‘ That’s better,” she said. ‘Now put on my stockings—
they’re thicker than yours ever were. Ishall go home with
bare legs. They’ll think I've been paddling.’

* Oh, mother,’ said Flo, struggling into them, ‘it’s not
what you think. It isn’t.”

A youngish man now touched Mrs. Plowman on the
shoulder.

‘How do you do ?” he said. “I'm a doctor. I was on
the spot and came round here with her right away.’

‘ Thank you very much, sir.

‘Oh, don’t thank me. She’s all right, I think, if she
doesn’t get too cold. She’s had a good hot brandy and
water.”

‘ Yes, we must get her home quick now.’
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‘ That’s just it—we didn’t know what to do with her.
Her husband’s here, you know, but she won’t have him near
her. Thank heavens we’ve found someone.’

Mrs. Plowman looked round and saw Sid. All the time
he just stood like a great fool, not knowing what to say or
do Mrs. Plowman stared at lum but spoke no word.

¢ She’ll be all rlght with me,” she said, and turning back
to the others : ‘ Now all you men, you make yourselves
scarce. I'm going to get all these wet things off her and
wrap her up in my greatcoat, and get her home quick in
a taxi’

‘ There’s a spare overcoat about,” said one of the con-
stables. “T’ll get that’

‘Ta,’” said Mrs. Plowman. ‘T’ll send one of my young-
sters round with it in the morning.’

A few minutes later Flo was glowing from a brisk
towelling, and wrapped in Mrs. Plowman’s coat with a
policeman’s over the top of that. Mrs. Plowman led her
out into the passage. The men smiled.

‘T'll have to get a taxi,” said Mrs. Plowman.

‘Tl get you one. Will you go in ’ere, please? The
sergeant just wants to see you before you go.’

The sergeant, grey-headed and moustached, said :

‘I won't keep you, ma'am. I just want to convince
my self she’s in responsible ’ands.’

I "Il look after her now. Look,’ she said, ‘ T am ashamed
there’s been all this. My family ain’ t this sort. I'd give
a lot to feel this was all over. It won't have to go in the
papers or anything ?’

* That’s quite all right, ma’am,’ said the sergeant. ‘ Now
I've scen you, I'll know she’s all right. Nobody will ever
know anything about it except the men there.’

‘I thank you. I'm sure I shall be much easier in my
mind.’

‘ There’s your taxi: got far to go?’
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‘ Notting Hill Gate way.’

‘ Perhaps we could lend you the fare ?’

‘ Thank you. I can pay my own way.’

They shook hands. And though they met for a moment
only out of fifty years of life, it was a touch of true friend-
ship. They saw and respected in each other sense and
soundness that had weathered many storms in a mad and
violent world.

Then once again, Mrs. Plowman, without stockings or
coat, still in her working apron, dashed through the drench-
ing rain to the taxi.

‘ Well, we’re a couple of objects,” she said to Flo as they
chugged along. ‘Me without coat and stockings and you
in a bobby’s overcoat. Feeling better now ?’

‘Oh, mum,” said Flo. ‘Will you forgive me? It
ain’t what you think.’

¢ Well, you ought to be ashamed of yourself, Flo. This
is a nice Saturday night for me. No sooner home from
work and sitting down to enjoy my tea, than I hear Flo’s
in the canal. Reely, I sometimes think you children bring
me nothing but trouble, trouble. If it ain’t Joey and his
wife it’s you and Sid. Can’t anyone have a little sense but
me. Sometimes I wonder my hair hasn’t turned jet white
years ago, I do !’

‘ Oh, mother. It ain’t so bad as you think. Let mc tcll
you. Il tell you how it was.’

‘Now don’t you start crying again, Flo. We've ’ad
enough wet for one night. You tell me when you're safe
in bed.’ ‘

When they got home the house was empty. Quickly
Mrs. Plowman dropped the wet clothes on the kitchen
floor, hustled Flo into bed, then brought her a cup of tea
and some bread and butter and potted meat.

‘ Had no supper, I suppose—been out since six, haven’t
you?’
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‘Yes, about then.’

*You chose a nice night for yer bath, I must say.’

* Oh, mum, do stop thinking things, please. I tell you
it ain’t what you think. I didn’t mean any harm’

‘Well, Flo, I'd like to know what you did mean.
What'll all the neighbours think ? How are we going to
explain it to them ? What are I and dad going to say to
them ? You didn’t think of that.’

‘ Oh, damn the rieighbours, what do they matter ? I'll
explain it—you go on thinking I meant to drown myself,
but I never meant anything of the kind. Don’t you trust
me enough to know I wouldn’t do that?’

‘How was it, then ?’

‘Well, I'll tell you. I'd felt so miserable and wretched
all day, and I couldn’t help thinking all the time this was
Saturday night, and how Sid and I ought to have been
going out to the pictures or something, or to the pub, if he
wanted it, and coming back together, and everything. I
couldn’t help thinking about it.

¢ So I thought surely if I go out and go round now to
our rooms it must be all right. I felt I knew I could make
it all right. So I went along. I didn’t seem to notice the
rain. I felt it "ad all been just a bad dream. And I was
going to see him and end it. It all seemed like a bad dream.

¢ So I went round, and when I got to our street, I felt so
excited I was going to sce him. And I opened the door
quict, and thought of the things I was going to say to make
it all right, and went up to our front room and opened the
door, and I saw—Oh, I can’t scem to say it—I saw that little
bitch in there with him—in our room.

¢ Was they doing anything ?’

‘No, no. But she was making ’im tea or something,
and that seemed to make it worse still. I could have killed
her. ‘ '

¢ What did they say ?’
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‘They just stood. Didn’t say anything. Then I lost
my temper and jolly well went for her. I wanted to spoil
her face, little bitch.’

‘Did you say anything ?’

‘I said a lot of things. I can’t remember now. Then
Sid got hold of me and pulled me away, and she started
crying and kicking up a row—and Sid told her to go.’

‘He didn’t take her part?’

‘No. He spoke very angry, told her to shut up, and
then pushed ’er out.

¢ Well, that was something.’

* Well, I should think /e ought. Then he started talking
to me and telling me to keep calm a minute—so I slapped
his. face as hard as I could and came away.’

‘ Well, you might ’ave heard what ’e had to say.

‘What ! Me hear what he had to say ! When I found
her in my room with him. Not much. There’s too much
saying, I think.” Flo’s eyes blazed. ~She sat up as she spoke
—and scemed about to break into another fit of wild crying.

Mrs. Plowman sighed and put her hand on her shoulder.

¢ Well, ’ave it yer own way,’ she said. “ I'd have listened
to 'im.

‘Well, then I went out again,’ said Flo with a shaky
voice. ‘I went out and I wandered about. I got so wet
and I felt so terrible, and I knew it wasn’t a bad drcam this
time. It was real and I couldn’t get away from it.

‘I'm so unhappy,” she said. ‘You don’t know how I
feel” She gave way and clung to her mother.

In a little while she went on:

‘ Then,’ she said, ‘I sort of come to myself and realized
I was wet through and it was getting late, and I made up
my mind to get along home. Then who should I see but
Sid coming along the other side of the street.’

*Sid ? Where was he going ?’

‘ Wasn't going anywhere. He was just walking like I
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was and smoking cigarettes. He hadn’t even got his cap or
coaton. He dic%n’t see me and I went on.  Then I thought
no, I'd go back after him. And he was walking ever so
fast, and I thought if only I could catch him up, I'd talk to
him and I'd make things all right. It seemed like a chance
sent like fate, I thought.

¢ So I ran along after him—and I got quite close behind—
and several times I was just on the point of shouting out to
him. Once or twice I'd really made up my mind to shout
and somehow when I tried I couldn’t.

‘We went on, and I was following him ever such a
way, it seemed, and then I saw we was right down by the
Regents Canal. And I promise you, mother, absolutely
honest, I never, never once thought of throwing myself in
to commit suicide. I wouldn’t never do it.

‘But I began to think if only Sid saw a2 woman in that
canal he’d be after her like a shot, because he is brave, you
know. No one can say Sid isn’t brave.’

Oh, he’s brave enough,’ said Mrs. Plowman.

¢ Well, I thought, supposing I was in that canal, how
wonderful if Sid brought me out and then on the bank he
found it was me. I thought that would make him sorry,
and then we could forget everything and it would be all
right.

g‘Then I thought there can’t be any harm in it. I can’t
possibly drown because I can swim a bit, you know, I
thought. And I went on a bit trying to do it—and wonder-
ing what Sid would say when he saw it was me. I never
thought of drowning myself—never.

‘ Then suddenly Sid turned round, and before I knew
what I was doing I sort of stumbled and shut my eyes and
then fell right into the canal.

‘ And then as soon as I got in the water I was terrified.
It was all so black and so terribly cold—and I found with
my clothes on I couldn’t swim, and I wanted to scream.and
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scream, but I got a great mouthful of water. O, I thought
I was gone, I did reely.’

¢ And what did Sid do ? Didn’t he haul you out then 2’

‘ That’s one thing I forgot—I forgot all about it. I was
so distracted, 1 suppose. Sid can’t swim hardly at all—and
he can’t stand water. He’s told me so himself. It makes
him go all queer. He can’t help ’imself.

‘I was almost gone. I couldn’t get myself out. It
seemed hours and I thought I was going to drown, but Sid
yelled for help and there was a policeman over the palings
—and he pulled off his jacket and boots and came after
me. Then he got me to the bank and Sid saw it was
me.

‘What did he say then?”’

‘He couldn’t say anything. He just kept saying, * Oh,
Flo, oh, Flo,” but I just pushed him away and told him I
never wanted to sec him again. Then I don’t know what
happened. I just secmed to lose hold and cried and cried
—and I couldn’t stop myself. I kept thinking how nearly
I'd drowned. I felt as if it was something inside me going
on crying.’

‘And you told them to fctch me?’

‘I suppose I must ’a’ done. They kept asking me
questions, and the doctor came and gave me brandy and
hot water. All I wanted was for them all to go and leave
me alone. I thought I was going mad. And then I
suddenly found you were in the room. Oh, mum,
I thought I was going to drown, and I never meant to
do anything dreadful.

‘ Don’t you think about it any more,’ she said. ‘ That’s
the best way. Only let it be a lesson to you. You always
act so hasty, that’s the trouble.’

For a time they neither of them spoke.

‘' Well, well,’ said Mrs. Plowman. °‘Think 'ow much
worse it might "ave been. Remember that in your prayers
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to-night. I believe you're getting sleepy. Do you think
ou could scttle down and go to sleep now ?’
‘I believe I could.’
‘Well, I don’t think a couple of aspirins’d do you no
more harm—just to settle you down, then to-morrow

perhaps you'll be able to see Sid and fix everything

ch, said Flo. ‘I must.’

In the kitchen again, Mrs. Plowman sighed heavily and
sat down. The others were still out. The house was
empty save for her and Flo. She put the kettle on to make
herself a cup of strong tea. That was what she felt she
must have. While it was boiling there were one or two
tidying up jobs to do. She carried the supper things out
to the sink, hung up Flo’s clothes to dry, then made the
tea and settled down to it thankfully.

She had hardly drunk half, however, when she was inter-
rupted. A commotion outside her gate; angry voices ;
men shouting. Mrs. Plowman leapt to her feet and ran
to the door. The others were back. There were dad and
the three girls, and quite a little crowd and a policeman
with them. 'What on earth mischief had they been getting
into ?

The policeman was talking in a loud voice.

‘ Now, miss,” he said, ‘ no more o’ that. You take her
in, sir, I should, or I shall have to.’

Dad seized Bessie by the arm and dragged her in.

The door shut behind them and they crowded into the
kitchen all dripping and wet as they were.

‘What is it now?’ said Mrs. Plowman. ‘I've had
enough trouble for one night.’

“Oh, we're all right. Where's Flo ?°

‘ Tucked up safe in bed. Don’t you go waking her up.
T've just got her off to sleep. What have you been playing
at, Bessie ?’
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‘T'll tell you how it was . . .” began dad, but the girls
took the words out of his mouth

‘' Wc've been all round,” said Rose. ¢ Couldn’t find out
nothing about you. So we come home again, wet—well,
look at us—and fecling fed up with Sid and everything.
Then who should we find at the gate here but Sid.

¢ Sid—outside our gate ? What was he doing ?’

¢ Staring at nothing. As soon as we saw him he tried to
sncak off. But you should have secn Bessie, mum. She
ran straight up to him and started scratching and slapping
him.’

‘ Bessie, you bad girl. ' What on earth did you want to do
a silly thing like that for—out in the street, too 2’

‘T'd do it again,’ said Bessie, whosc hair was down, and
whose breath was still short. °Sid’s a rotter.’

‘You should have just seen her,” said Lily proudly.
‘ My, she did go at him’

* What girls,” said Mrs. Plowman. ¢ What a family—
You're—— Incuragable !’

She nodded and shook her head ; and as she did so she
realized that pools of water were dripping from their rain-
soaked clothes wherc they stood.

‘You're wet,” she said. ‘ You're wet through.’

‘Ugh,’” said Bess, wrxgglmg out of her coat and hat,
should say we were.

‘ There, Dad,” said Mrs. Plowman. ° You mustn’t stand
about im your wet things. You take your boots off and
warm your fect by the fire. Here, give me your coats.’

‘ That’s right,” said Mrs. Plowman, collecting all their
coats. ‘ You'll catch your deather colds if you aren’t more
careful. You sit down, all of you, and have some tea—the
kettle’s boiling now. Then you go straight along to bed.
I'm going to put a hot-water bottle in all your beds. You
make some tca for your father, Bessie. Il tell you all
about Flo to-morrow.
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There followed an active twenty minutes for Mrs. Plow-
man. A dry pair of socks for dad at once. Fresh kettles
to be boiled. All the dripping clothes to be hung up in
the scullery. Hot-water bottles to be filled and placed in
the beds. From their own bed she took the sheets right
away, so that dad could get in between the blankets.

It was now nearly midnight, and one by one the family
went upstairs. When Mrs. Plowman came back, the
kitchen was silent, the fire almost out. Now, she thought,
I really will have that cup of tea in peace and comfort, by
myself. She picked up the teapot. It was empty. So
was the kettle.

Not one of the family had had the thought to keep it
hot, though they’'d all taken one themselves. All the
evening she’d bcen, and not had the chance even to get one
cup of tea inside her without something happening.

She sat down at the table for a moment.  No, she couldn’t
be fagged to make another now. If only someone would
just make her one and give it to her. If only someone
besides herself had a little sense, or ever thought twice.

And suddenly Mrs. Plowman put her red face on her
arms and burst into tears. The kitchen grew chillier. Flo
turned and moaned in her sleep, while Sid slunk off home
through the rain. After a few minutes Mrs. Plowman
stopped crying as quickly as she had begun. She sat up,
sniffed and looked round the room.

Before her stood her youngest daughter, solemn-faced
and wearing only her nightdress.

‘Don’t cry, Mum,’ she said. ‘Please don’t cry.’

‘Don’t be silly,” said Mrs. Plowman. ‘ What'd I want
to cry for ? I must have fallen asleep.’

*You come to bed,” said Lily, and taking her mother by
the hand, she led her to the door of her room.



She was Living with his
People

FROM the very first Emerald had never taken to her
mother-in-law. And certainly she was an odd little
woman ; so cold and distant. Em liked people who gave
you a bit of 2 welcome, and made you feel at home, as if
they were pleased to see you.

But the first time Emerald had met ‘Ma,” as all the
family called her, she had had quitc a shock. Ma had just
said, “ How do you do ?* and had gone on talking almost as
if she wasn’t there. How different it was when Em had
taken Percy round to sec her own mother; and how
happily they had all got on together.

Em went over all these things in her mind, as she often
did since they were married. She had bought a large
bunch of chrysanthemums cheap up at the market, and was
arranging them in one or two vases round their sitting-
room, before Percy came in from work.

She heard a loud knock at the front door, and put her
head out of the window to see who it was. Down in the
street, three floors below, she saw Mr. Blakency, a breezy
man of forty or so, who was one of the machine-shop fore-
men from Percy’s works.

*Good evening, Mrs. Matthew !’ he shouted. *Your
Perce up there ?’

“’E ain’t come in yet, Em called out.

‘ Well, I should ’a thought he’d come running back, so

57
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soon in his married life,” said Blakeney. °Never mind,
you'll do. I've got—" He scemed quite prepared to
carry on a ten minutes’ conversation by shouting up from
the street.

‘ Wait a minute,” said Em, ‘T'll come down and let
you in’ :

She ran as quietly as she could down the stairs. Six
months ago she had jumped at the idea of their having two
rooms at the top of her mother-in-law’s house so cheap.
Mr. Blakeney followed her up into the sitting-room and
looked round admiringly.

¢ Well, Mrs. Matthew,’ he said, ‘ this is a snug little place
you've got here. Haven’t you made it all look nice, too !
You wait till you've got a baby, though : then you won’t
have so many sixpences to spend on flowers, I'll bet.’

‘ They look nice, don’t they ?” said Em.

‘ Ever so nice,” said Blakeney. ‘ Quite reminds me of
the Assembly Rooms on a dance night. However, I'll tell
you what I came round about. I'm getting up a sort of
Christmas Club at the Works, and secing it’s Friday and
pay day, I'm just calling round about. Everyone takes a
two-bob ticket, and then we share out the prizes a weck
before Christmas. Just adds a little excitement, you know.
The first prize is a fiver, and there’s lots of little ones.”

Em studied the little book of names and tickets hesitantly.

‘Ought I to?’

‘ You ought if you want to,” said Blakeney. ‘ But there
ain’t no sort of duty about it. I bet your Perce would
want one, though : that’s why I came.’

‘ Right you are, then,’ said Em, ‘ and mind you draw me
that five pounds.’

‘ Ah,” said Blakeney, ‘ that’s what they all say.  Got your
two bob ready 2 Well, there’s good management for you :
before Perce comes back with his Friday money and every-
thing. First year I was married, we always used to run out
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aboutWednesday. Well, it’s a life, isn’t it ?  Good night,
Mrs. Matthew,” he said, opening the door. * So pleased to
have seen your little place. I must tell Mrs. Blakeney all
about it.’

‘Good night,” said Em. ‘How’s Perce doing at his
job?’

¢ Oh, he’s doing all right. He’s quite a clever workman,
is your Perce.

‘I know's ’e’s clever,” said Em, ‘but we mustn’t tell
him so.’

‘ That’s right,” Blakeney shouted from the landing below,
and rattled off down the stairs.

Em turned and looked round the room with pleasure.
It was nice of Blakeney to notice and talk to her about it.
She began to get Percy’s tea ready.  In a minute or two the
door opened and she turned round to greet him—but it
was Ma.

‘ Come in,” said Em, brightly.

Ma was a frail-looking little woman of sixty or so : her
hair had already turned white. She was small and slight
in cvery way, with ncat features and a bright spot of colour
on each check. Em was larger altogether, with black,
rather untidy hair and wide dark eyes. Ma always made
her feel too big and awkward.

Ma looked round the room for a moment, half humming
under her breath, a few notes that never quite became a
tune. Em knew quitc well that she wanted to be told
who the visitor had been.

‘ Won’t you sit down ?’ sald Em.

Ma still paused uncertainly. ‘I just looked in to see if
Perce was back,” she said.

‘No, he’s late, isn’t he ?’

‘I thought I heard you talking to him just a minute
ago.

‘No,” said Em.
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‘ Well,” said Ma, ‘it’s a qucer thing I should have heard
someone so plain.’

Em felt angry. Why couldn’t she ask right out who it
was, if she was so nosy and curious, instead of always hinting
all round 2 She always managed to put Em in the wrong
without seeming inquisitive herself.

‘ Oh, that wasn’t Perce you heard,” said Em. ‘I had
a visitor.”

Ma went on with her humming, and began to look at the
flowers.

‘It was Mr. Blakeney from the factory,” said Em.

‘Ob,” said Ma, immediately affecting indifference.
‘ However much did all those chrysanthemums cost you ?”’

‘Very little, said Em. ‘I got ’em cheap, up at the
market.’

¢ Too many flowers in a2 room don’t look well,” said Ma.
‘Just a few looks much better.’

‘ Mr. Blakency said how nice they looked,” said Em.

¢ And too many flowers ain’t healthy. That’s what the
doctors say,” said Ma, as though she were communicating
a wellknown fact to somcone very ignorant indeed.
‘ You ought to put some of them out on the landing. Let
me do it for you.

‘Tll do it later, said Em, busying herself about her
cooking arrangements. As Ma watched her, without say-
ing anything, she became more and more uncomfortable
and awkward. .

¢ What's that for ?” said Ma distastefully, as Em put a
couple of cooked pig’s trotters in a pie-dish to hcat them
up.

‘Them’s for Perce and me,” she said. ‘ One each.’

There was a long silence.

‘¢ What men really need when they come in is a good bit
of steak or something with some nourishment in it. Them

things may be all right for you.
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‘But Perce likes these very much.’

¢ Well, ’e didn’t used to,’ said Ma, implying that she knew
far more about her son’s likes than his wife did.

‘ Well, he asked for them,” said Em. ‘He did really.
‘Why should you think I'd go givin’ him anything he don’t
like ?  Besides, we often "ave a good piece of steak ; we did
last night.’

“Oh, well said Ma, ‘we all have different opinions.
I should have thought your bit o’ money was better spent
gn good food than on chrysanthemums. But you know

est.’

Em could have scrcamed with exasperation. The old
woman was so artful. She said the most outrageous things
without ever saying them at all. Ma waited for a few
moments, and finding Em made no reply, turned towards
the door. On her way she caught sight of the Christmas
Club ticket which Em had left on the table.

“I suppose this is what that fellow Blakeney come round
about,” she said. ‘ Perce wasn’t having any, so he thought
he’d try you. Scems a pity when the husbands have got
too much sense they has to come round and try the wives.
They find it pays, I suppose.’

‘Why, what's the harm?’ said Em. °‘It’s just an
ordinary Christmas Club. We may get a five-pound

rize. :

‘Yes,” said Ma, as she closed the door. * But it’s Perce’s
money. It’s 'im what does the work for it and brings it in.
That’s what you’ve got to think of. And if you take my
advice, don’t you let Father ever get to hear of that ticket.
He'd call it sheer madness.

She was gone. Why should Ma accuse her of wasting
all the moncy and not feeding Percy properly, and make
everything she did look wrong ?  Only ten minutes before
Mr. Blakeney was telling her how well she managed ; and
that was what ordinary people thought about it. When
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Percy arrived, rather late, she began to pour it all out to
him. She told him cverytlung that Ma had said.

“ Oh, don’t mind it,” said Percy. *She’s just a bit like
that. That’s all: just a bit narky.’

‘But I do mind. Why don’t you stand up for me a bit
more, Perce? ' Why don’t you tell er I am a good w1fe,
and I do feed you propcrly, and how happy we are ?’

‘ Oh, she knows it really.’

¢ She doesn’t say so. I should have thought you'd like
to have stood up for me. Anyone’d fancy you wanted her
to go on thinking I was a bad wife to you.’

*Oh, I couldn’t go saying things like that to her,’” said
Percy.

‘Why not?’ said Em.

“ Oh, she’d think I was a soft fool.

‘Obh,” said Em, tearfully, ‘I don’t seem to undcrstand
any of you. If you're happy with me, why can’t you go
and tell her so ?  The truth is you're absolutely under both
their thumbs, and you’d do anything they say, regardless of
me. Can’t ] even take a two-shilling ticket in a club draw
without their leave ?’

* All the same,” said Percy rather gloomily, ‘I wish you
hadn’t taken it.’

‘ Why ever not ?’

‘Look,’ said Percy, ‘ I'm afraid I've got some bad news.’

* What ?’ said Em, with a.horrible premonition of what
was coming.

‘ They’ve gone and closed down the whole of my shop
at the factory. I've lost my job. I'm one of the three
million now.’

p ‘ But only just now Mr. Blakeney said how well you were
oin
Dgld ’e?’ said Percy. ‘Well, I believe I was. But
what’s the good ?  You can do as well as a living marvel,
and still lose your job these days. What's happened is
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simply this: I and a few other chaps were making ball-
joints, and now they’ve suddenly decided they can buy all
their ball-joints cheaper outside. So out we all go—and
that’s the end of it. There’s no arguing at all. Blakeney
doesn’t know. It may be his own shop next time.”

‘ Oh,’ said Em, ‘I've been telling you my troubles, and
you’'ve had this on your mind all the time. Why didn’t
you tell me straight away ?’  She began to kiss him, and
after a while they felt much happier.

During the next weeks Em found things more and more
difficult. With Percy no longer earning they seemed to
have no more independence than children. She thought
Percy was silly to be so cautious and careful always to do
what his father and mother wanted.  “It’s no good looking
at it any other way,” he said to her many times. ‘He’s
paying for us ; he’s supporting us ; and the brass tacks of it
is I've just got to do what he wants.’

*Then he oughtn’t to expect,” said Em. ‘ Why den’t
you tell him right out you aren’t a cluld now and you've
got a will of your own?’

‘Because I can’t possibly, and there you are. It’s no
good, Em ; it really isn’t.  'What’s the point of having a
row ? It will only go on a foew months, and then I'll be
in work again.’

‘It scems it’s going on for ever. Aren’t we ever to do
anything that I want ?’ she said plaintively.

Percy sighed and swung the blind cord about.

Ma seemed to have more and more of a finger in every-
thing they did. Now Em hadn’t a penny of her own, she
had no way of doing or buying anything that was hers.
She tried all she knew to get a job, but the factories were all
running short-handed shifts ; the shops needed no help ;
she wasn’t a skilled needle-woman ; she put her name down
as a daily, but she had no reference or experience of any
kind, and she was told there were hundreds waiting.
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There were long, rain-sodden days, and she leant against
the window=sill gazing into the little yard and the other
little yards all round, and grew morc and more depressed.
Percy was out a good deal, and he scemed unwilling to tell
her just what he was doing all the time.

One day Ma said to her : ‘ You and Perce better come
down and eat with us. It’s silly you cooking your own
meals up here now.’

*Oh,” said Em, taken aback, ‘we'd rather—

Ma interrupted her. ‘ Then I can make certain he gets
something proper to eat instead of those pig’s feet things.’

Em felt she would like to hit Ma for saying that.

‘I've spoken to Perce about it,” the old woman said, ¢ and
he thinks it would be best—he wants it

Afterwards Em said to Percy, * Why can’t you sometimes
speak up for yourself ? 'Why do you let her always say
it's you wanting it, when it’s only her really 2 You never
think of me, and always of her. Soon she’ll be saying
we'd better sleep apart, and you'll just agree.” She began
to cry, and when Percy put his arms round her she pushed
him away.

‘ And she’s always nagging me about that Christmas
ticket,” she said. ‘She hints I was careless with money,
and threw it about. I wish I'd never seen it.’

At meal-times now she felt more than ever a stranger
among the family. They were always quite a large party,
as there was an unmarried brother and a sister of Percy,
and two grandchildren living at home. Father used to
grumble at his food. Sometimes he would push it aside
and go out in a fury. The children would stare hard at
their plates, not daring to catch his eye, and Ma used to
say nothing at all, but her cheeks would turn very pink.

At other times Em would hear him ranting and going on
at one or other of the two young motor drivers who were
in his employment. He evidently enjoyed threatening
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them with the sack, and finding fault with everything they
did. He would haul them by the lapels of their coats over
the front doorstep, back them up against the wall of the
narrow passage and yell with his face very close to theirs.
Outside, Em would see one of the cars standing at the
kerb ; and passers-by would glance in hurriedly to sec what
was happening.  Yet he kept his business going very well,
paid good wages, and had many regular customers who
always used his cars for a long trip.

Ma told Em that this was the only way you could run
ajob, and that the young men would always be slacking and
letting him down if he didn’t keep girding at them.

‘ He's got a tonguc in his head it docs you good to listen
to,” she said with a sour smile.

In his jocular moods Father cracked jokes with Em and
treated her better than he did his own family ; but she
never felt safe with him. Once he caught her suddenly and
roughly by the arm and said to her, half in fun and half
threatening :  What's this about spending two shillings
on a blasted Christmas draw ?”’

‘I'm sorry,” she said, ‘I didn’t mecan—

¢ Well, just you remember, it’s my money now, he
said.  All these club draws and sweeps is a lot of damn
silliness.’ .

He stared into her face and Em suddenly felt frightened.

She began to sec that he was often at the back of Ma’s
oddness.  She began to see that Ma’s digs and taunts at
her were not always her own fault-finding at all, but a kind
of reproach because she had never been allowed by her own
husband to do this or that : a kind of eavy. Nice flowers
in the room, pig’s trotters for dinner, Christmas Club
tickets, all these things would have thrown Father into one
of his rages or ‘ bust-ups”’ as Ma called them.

And Ma would talk as if Percy, as if all husbands, were
just the same.

~
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‘Tll give you a piece of advice,” she said to Em one
day. ‘Never say “no” to your husband.’

‘ But you must sometimes, said Em.

Ma looked annoyed. ‘I'm merely telling you what
thirty years of married life has taught me,’ she said.  “ Know
better if you must.’

Em was silent.

Ma hummed in her tuneless way for a moment or two,
and then went on ‘ Never say “no.” Not however tired
you are, or whatever he wants, because if you won’t, therc’s
plenty others as will. T dare say you'll find that out’

All day Em thought of this, and it sccmed to her more
and more horrible. She went up to her room and stood
for a very long time looking out into the streaming night,
watching the blurred lights of the streets and other houses
all round. A dark shadow seemed to hang over her happi-
ness and marriage. She wanted to run down and tell Ma
she was all wrong. Percy wasn’t like that. Her marriage
with him was different altogether. That's what Ma
seemed incapable of seeing.

It was a week or so before Christmas. Em was out one
evening bringing home some things from the shops for Ma.
She could not help feeling cheery at the approach of Christ-
mas. Even when Ma had said, ‘ We don’t take much
notice of Christmas in this ouse—holly and overeating and
all that silliness,” it had not depressed her.

A woman she knew, the wife of one of the men up at
Percy’s old job, said to her : ‘ You're lucky, Em. Heard
about that Christmas draw ?’

‘No.’ :
*Your Perce has won the five pounds prize.”
Em rushed home as fast as her legs would carry her.
‘Perce !’ she cried. ‘At last we’ve ’ad something nice
happen. The five pounds ! Isn’t it splendid !’
Percy was quite silent. * But, Em,” he said after a while,
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‘ you know we told you that wasn’t really our money if we
won. It’s Father’s by rights.’

‘But you don’t really mean he’d take it ?’ said Em.

‘Why not?’

‘ Well,” said Em, ‘it’s so—~so—— Doesn’t he want you
to have anything ?’

¢ As a matter of fact,” said Percy, ‘ I've settled the question
beforehand. I've lost it.’

‘You've what ?’

‘T've had it stolen. Someone in the crowd on the way
home ; must have taken it out of my pocket.’

Em was too stupefied to say anything at all.

‘Don’t be cross with me,” said Percy. ‘It wouldn’t
have been ours, anyway.’

Later on Percy said to her,  Look—if Father hears I've
lost that five pounds I don’t know what he won’t do.
Could I possibly tell him it was you as lost it ?’

‘Well— !’ said Em.

‘ You see, he won’t lose his temper with you. Ifit’s me,
therc’ll be a bust-up, and Ma will come into it as well as
me. If it’s you, he'll just pass it over.’

‘It’s always Ma you're thinking of,’ said Em. °But go
on—I don’t mind. If it’s lost, it’s lost. We shan’t get
anything of it, anyway. We shan’t ever get any luck or
fun or anything at all. I don’t mind what you say.’

¢ After all,” said Percy, ‘it’s only been a month or two.
'm sure to get work after Christmas. Don’t be unhappy,
Em.

“It’s all right for you,” said Em, ‘I shan’t ever be happy
in this place. Your Ma doesn’t want nor like me. It'll be
Christmas in a few days, and things ought to be so nice.’

‘Don’t cry,” said Percy, ‘ please don’t cry.’

But on Christmas Eve Em felt she could bear things no

longer. Father had gone out after dinner. Percy was off
for a long walk with his brother, and she felt Ma had
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deliberately encouraged Percy to go without her ; saying
they would walk too far for her, and it did the men good
to go out by themsclves.

Em saw Percy off : then instcad of going to help Ma
with the washing up, ran up to her own room and burst
into tears. Shc thought about her own parents and their
country home. How much better it would have been if
they could have lived there—how much nicer her parents
would have been to Percy.

Last time her mother had come up to London Em had
told her about:cverything. Her mother had sympathized
and comforted her, but Em could sce it made her unhappy.
Suddenly her mother’s very kindness struck her as rather
silly and annoying. It wasn’t any good her getting un-
happy too. She couldn’t really understand.  She couldn’t
help her. No one, she thought, could help her but
herself.

On a sudden impulse she ran down the stairs to the
kitchen, where Ma was just beginning to wash up the dinner
things.

‘I want to say something,” said Em. ‘I've been think-
ing. I never seem to please you, nor do the right thing.
Can’t we get on better ? I'm sorry if I'm wrong.’

For a2 moment Ma made no answer at all, then she said,
looking very hard at the sink : ‘I don’t know what you
mean. We get on all right as far as I know.’

Em began to feel baffled, as she always did when she tried
to have anything out with Ma. ‘ Well,” she said, ‘1 feel
I don’t please you. I don’t see what I've ever really done
wrong.’

‘ Perfect,’ said Ma, with emphasis, ‘is a thing we nonc
of us are, and I never asked or expected of yor. Do you
want me to go about pretending I think you’rc perfect ?’

‘No,’” said Em, ‘but I don’t see why you think every-
thing I do is wrong.’
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Percy had often told her it was no good talking to Ma
like this, and she began to wish she’d never tried.

‘I don’t think everything you do is wrong,’ said Ma,
‘ but young oncs can’t be always right.  'We all see things
different, and you want me to say I'scc everything your way.
What’s the sense ? I think you were silly to go and buy
that ticket, and as for losing the five pounds, you can’t
expect me to come and kiss you on both checks, can you ?
I'm surc I feel I've been very forbearing about it.  But you
don’t scem never to ’ave been crossed nor criticized in your
life.’

It was a long specch for her, and all the time she was
talking in her calm, biting way, Em felt more and morc
angry.

* Well, then,’” said Em, her colour rising with her temper,
‘I'm not the only person round here as can lose things.
You'll find there may be others too, if you keep on at

’
me so.

1 wasn’t keeping on at you,” said Ma, ‘and there’s no
call to get angry. That’s a nasty temper of yours.’

* What I mcan is this, scc ?” said Em, breaking in.  “I've
heard enough lectures and rows and snagglmg away at me
about that ticket becausc I never lost the money at all. I
ain’t the guilty onc. And if you want to know, it’s Perce
all the time as lost it, though he’s got such wind up about
what his pa would do I lct him think it was me : so there.
And I was quite willing to. Poor Perce is so under your
thumbs, that’s what it 1s. But if I'm to hear nothing but
ticket, ticket, ticket, all the rest of me life, always ticket for
breakfast, ticket for dinner, and ticket to tuck meself up
in bed with, well then, I thought it was time you knew the
truth. I'd have kept it secret, but it ain’t worth suffering
like a martyr for, all the rest of me life. 1It's bad cnough
having to live in this house as it is, with nothing but rows
and disagrecablencsses.’
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Em suddenly realized she’d gone pretty far, so she
stopped. There was a moment’s silence, and Ma began to
pick up some dirty plates and carry them to the sink. As
she did so she hummed a little tune in the back of her
throat that never developed more than two or three notes.

‘It makes no difference,” said Ma, with her back to Em,
¢ who lost that money. You, or that fool boy. And if
you feel like that, you'd better go upstairs and cool your
head. You've been very rude.’

‘I'm sorry,” said Em. ‘Let me help you with all this
washing up.’

‘I don’t want help, thank you.

But Em still hung about. Having worked off her anger,
she felt, as violent-tempered people often do, rather friendly
and anxious to make it up.

‘ Let me help,” she said, ‘I'd like it. Really. I'm sorry,
really.’

‘Hadn’t you better go upstairs ?” said Ma in her most
icy tones.

‘ Oh, all right,” said Em, and began to flounce out.

But as she reached the door it opcened abruptly. Em
was almost knocked over as Father pushed violently in.
He threw the door to with a slam that made the kitchen
ring.

Egm began to go out again as quietly as she could.

‘ Here,” said Father, ‘I want you.. And you,” he said to
Ma, speaking as if they were both criminals, and he some
kind of avenging officer.

For a moment he stood and said nothing, but merely
glowered. His face had turned very red, and his eyes too
looked red. One grizzled curl, from his short-cropped
hair, hung over his forehead like a bull’s forelock. His
leather driving coat was open, showing an old khaki muffler
hanging down inside, and the fleshy bulk of his chest.

He looked immensely strong and awkward, as if he were
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cobbled up in too many clothes, which hindered the move-
ments of his short arms and neck.

He stood planted massively, glaring at them, like some
weighty and ficrce old bull or stallion, gathering its bulk
for an attack. In the silence created by himself he breathed
aloud.

Em made a movement to escape, but he caught her by
the arm.

¢ Come back,” he said. ‘I want to see you, my girl.’

Em felt really frightened. This was the kind of thing
she had always fcared from him. All the time Ma went on
quietly with her washing up, walking from the table to the
sink and back again to the table, pretending nothing was
happening.

* Yes,” he said, still holding Em’s arm, and rubbing in the
threat slowly and nastily, ‘I want to see you.” He turned
to Ma. ‘ Think I'm going to bec made a bloody fool of in
my own ‘ouse ?” he suddenly shouted. ‘I tell you there
arc ways of stopping that. Think that little brat there’s
going to make a fool of me ? There are ways of stopping
that she won’tlike. She’s got to learn if she lives with me.”

Em felt her heart beating.  Ma still went on very calmly
washing up her dishes.

‘ Well,” she said, ‘ there’s no need to go on with all this
bluster. 'What's the girl done ? I dare say she’ll be sorry.’

‘You've been telling me all this time,” he said, turning
to Em, ‘ that it was you who lost this club ticket money 2’

Em tried to speak, but nothing came out.

‘Go on, answer me !’ he shouted.

‘Yes,” Em managed to say.

‘ And all the time it was done on purpose to deceive me.
Think you're going to live under my roof and think of me
last in the house, do you ? Thought you could make a fool
of me in public, did you?’

‘I'm sorry, Em said, ‘I really meant—"
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‘ Nice thing for me,” he shouted. ‘I was sitting up at
the ““ Gardener’s Arms ™’ with some friends of mine, and
found they all knew it was that damn fool Perce, all the
time, as lost or spent every penny of that five pounds. And
I'd been made to think it was you lost the money.  You've
been making people laugh at me, haven’t you?’ He
shook her arm.  * Well, I'm going to make you laugh the
other way round ; scc that? When I come through the
hall, I had a look to sce if there was a good stick there that’'d
do for you. And there is. If I'd had the upbringing of
you properly we'd have had this out ten years ago.’

Em felt as if she were having a nightmare.

‘Once’ll be enough, I dare say,” he said, pulling her
towards the door.

‘ Wait 2 minute, wait a minute,’ said Ma, polishing a
spoon very hard as she spoke, and not looking at them,
“don’t talk like that.’

‘Oh, you're coming into it now—taking her side, I
suppose.’

‘ Never mind about that,” said Ma. ‘ You can’t talk to
Em like that.  She’s a married woman, twenty years of age.
She’s acted for the best, and if she’s done wrong, she’s sorry.
Don’t be so silly.’

“ Oh, it’s silly, is it,” he shouted, © just to take a few steps
to prevent her deliberatcly making the whole street make
fun of me ? 'Why don’t you call ‘em all in here right away
to laugh atme ? Come on, let’sdoit! Comeon!’ He
put his face close to hers and shouted into it.

‘ Don’t be a big looby,” said Ma promptly, and Em could
sce that though she spoke quietly, two bright red spots of
colour had flamed up high in her checks, and the pupils of
her eyes were dilated till the whole iris was black. *You
keep your hands off Em, or you will "ave the whole street
down on you. And as for that silly decciving you about
the five pounds, it was me that put her up to it all along. It
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was me made her think it was the best thing to do. So
there.”

‘What !’ said Father. ‘You mean you——'

‘Why don’t you go and lic down ?’ said Ma, in her
iciest voice. ‘No wonder you lose your temper, if you
will go drinking so much. It always upsets you.’

¢ Calling me drunk !’ began Father, but the words were
lost in a sheer bellow of rage. He caught Ma roughly by
the arm and dragged her across the room.

Em involuntarily shrank away, but by the look on Ma’s
face she could sce that anything might happen now. He
began hitting Ma with his closed fist. She saw it raised
like a club and smash deliberatcly down in the old woman’s
face.

Then suddenly Em’s temper flared up again, and she
found she was joining in the fight hersclf.  She pulled Ma
away, and pushed Father back as hard as she could.  Taken
off his balance, he stepped hcavily backwards into the
dresser.  One hand, groping for support, knocked a large
dish off the table, and it smashed on the tiled floor. Then
there was a splintering crash as his fourtcen stone lurched
into the dresser, and for a moment it scemed that all the
china would fall about his cars. Half-dazed, he turned and
fended off the tottering dresser.

Em knelt down by Ma and put her arm round her
shoulders. The dresser, with a final crash, fell back against
the wall again. Father looked round him, and without
saying another word walked out of the kitchen. He left a
breathless silence behind him. In a moment Ma got up,
and almost pettishly twitched herself away from Em’s
arms.

* Silly old fool,” she said, and returned to her washing up.
¢ Pick up them broken plates,” she said to Em, ‘ don’t stand
about doing nothing.” Her voice quavered slightly. Em
picked up the plates, and, without saying anything further,
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began to help Ma finish off the work. After it was done,
Em saw the kettle was still boiling.

‘Wouldn’t it be nice to sit down quietly for a few
minutes and drink a cup of tea,” she said.

*You have one if you like,” said Ma. ‘But don’t go
doing it on my account.’

Em handed her a cup, and Ma sat down at the kitchen
table and began to sip it, putting both hands round it and
staring in front of her. Em saw that the two scarlet spots
were still on her cheeks. Her eyes were still bright and
black. It was plain that her lip was already beginning to
swell up and turn colour, and blood was coming from her
mouth.

“It’s a shame,” said Em suddenly. ‘ Does your lip hurt

ou?’

¢ Of course it hurts,” said Ma. ‘ My whole head hurts.’
Then after a pause she added slowly, ¢ But it isn’t that as
really 'urts. I'm too old to be knocked about now,” she
went on. My bones feel too old. I'm over sixty-five,
you know. He oughtn’t to "ave done it. Going on like
a great schoolboy. It's five years since he hit me; five
years next February.’

She said all this in a flat, level tone, and stopped as
abruptly as she had begun. Em saw that her eyes were
brighter than ever, glistening with tears which refused to
drop. Ma smiled a wry smile at her.

‘It makes you feel a bit qucer,” she said. ‘ Fancy his
behaving so bad, in front of you; and at you, too. I'm
ashamed of him, letting you see him act so. But I know
what it is, Em, he treats you as one of the family now,
that's what it is. You're in it with us now.’

Ma chuckled. °‘If only some of his friends could ’a
sometimes scen him,” she said, ¢ everyone speaks so well of
him all the time. It’s been better, of course, since the boys
have grown up, but I've always wanted a daughter.” She
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paused, and went on sipping. ‘ Don’t think I'd say a word
against him really,” she said, ‘ not to anyone outside of just
us. But there, you've scen for yoursclf now. I've had
some times with him these thirty years, I can tell you. He
broke my collar-bone once in one of his silly bust-ups.
We all had to keep telling the street I'd fallen down-
stairs.’

‘Did you really 2’

‘ But you'll do him good, you will, with that little dander
of yours. It does him good to be stood up to.’

Em looked at her, and Ma looked back thoughtfully.
For once Ma met her gaze and didn’t stare at something
that she was doing. Suddenly Em realized that she had
found a friend. Suddenly she saw the whole point of this
crabbed old woman. She saw the fascination of her tart-
ness and wry humour, and her loyalty to her violent
husband. Suddenly she began to admire Ma intensely, and
felt proud of having won her approval.  She knew that she
had found in her something that would be stronger and
more helpful through her lifc than the gentleness and
sweetness of her own mother. She wanted for a moment to
put her arm round Ma, or to make some impulsive expres-
sion of affcction. But she knew that Ma’s straight look
into her eyes and her sour smile was the closest physical
sign of affection or approval she could ever give.

It was an hour later that Percy came back from his walk,
and Em was still in the kitchen talking to Ma.

Without saying a word he walked up to the table and
with a mysterious look spread first five pound notes upon
it; then another five pounds. Em clapped her hands.
Ma looked at the notes as if she thought they were imitations.

‘What’s this?’ she said. ‘A nice time we've been
having with your stories about Em having taken that
money, I can tell you.’
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‘Well,” said Percy, ‘I'm sorry. As a matter of fact,
no onc lost it at all. I had it all the time.

‘ But Perce— said Em.

‘I'm sorry,” said Percy. ‘It couldn’t be ’elped. I
simply had to find a way of stopping Father from laying
hands on it. Tl tell you what we've been up to.

‘ When Blakeney heard they’d shut up the shop I was
working in, he told the management as he could make all
those ball joints off his own bat, and supply them at a
cheaper cost than ever they’d made them for themselves.
He'd already got an uncle as owned a small factory right
out of the town where rents and overheads arc low. He
only had to have a little capital to start off on, and get just
one or two lathes and things. But the management of our
works wouldn’t advance it. So Blakeney tried to get
going on his own, and all of us, who possibly could, came
forward with a few pounds to help him. And our five
pounds was one.’

‘ And now I suppose he’s closed down and lost every-
body’s money,” said Ma.

‘ Not a bit of it,” said Percy. ‘He’s doing fine—supply-
ing our own factory and another one besides. And he
may take up with other small parts besides the ball joints,
too. He knows the job inside out, you see. And I've
been working up there for the last two weeks, off and on,
though I didn’t want to tcll you and Em for fear of its just
being a disappointment. He’s given me this money to be
going on with, and after Christmas I'm going to start in
a regular job. At foreman’s wages, too.’

‘ Oh, well,” said Ma, her eyes twinkling with pleasure,
“sounds a risky, cranky sort of idea to me. But there,
nowadays I suppose you "aves to be content with anything
you can get.



A Young Man in a Hurry

LD Mr. Gromm believed in taking his time. He
Oljked to go about his business slowly, nodding his
whiskered face with unhurried calm. This was the way to
get things done well in the long run. ‘I takes me time, but
pretty general I gets thur arlright. But I takes me time.’
It seemed that Mr. Gromm’s time was almost different from
other people’s time—the outcome of a long collusion
between two old cronies. With the aid of time, Gromm
had conjured up substantial possessions ; his cottage and a
neat little bit of land round it foot by foot, year by yecar,
for fifty years. Gromm and Time understood each other
pretty well by now.

But Percy Iggdon was a young fellow of a different tem-
per altogether. He had auburn hair and a sanguine colour.
He thought Gromm was an old hunks. One evening he
came skidding and clattering down the road on his bicycle,
just as Mr. Gromm was walking very slowly from his
cottage to the well. Percy was in a tearing hurry to get
home, because he wanted to see if he had won a prize in
a newspaper competition. He was pedalling furiously and
thinking of nothing else. He rang his bell, shouted several
times, then banged violently into Mr. Gromm’s back. The
bicycle shot one way, Percy crashed on to the hard road,
and Mr. Gromm was hurled into the ditch in front of his
own cottage gate. Percy jumped up with a bleeding knee
and torn trouser leg. He was terrified at the force of the
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collision. Surcly he must have broken some of those
brittle old bones.

But even as he took stock of the old man lying in the
ditch he felt a desire to laugh at him. Silly old garp. If
only he’d had the sense to move and think a bit quicker
this need not have happened, wandering over the road like
an antique off a tombstone or something.

Mr. Gromm remained in the ditch quite motionless.
Fortunately it was dry, and as it was summer, the lush
growth made soft falling. He might have been sitting
in an armchair with his feet stuck up on the road in front
of him, and his back on the bank behind. His shapeless
hat was tilted completely over his face, and his beard poked
out from underncath.

Percy took him under one arm and gently pulled him up.
¢ I’m terribly sorry, Mr. Gromm,” he said, ‘I am really.
I ’ope I didn’t ’urt you?’

Mr. Gromm very slowly dusted himself and picked a few
stray grasses off his coat with care.

‘I ain’t ’urt,” he said resentfully, ‘ but it’s little short of
a miracle you ’aven’t broke me back. I should "a thought
you’d got more sense than to come tearin’ down ’ere like
a scarlded tom cat. You'd ’ave only got yerself to thank
if you ’d mucked me up to rights.’

‘T'm very sorry. I'm very sorry, " muttered Percy. He
was thinking only of the competition. But as he turned
away, Mr. Gromm laid a restraining hand on his arm.

¢ As it appens, it’s arlright. But supposin’ it "ad been old
Mrs. Mutch, or my grandniece Josephine as is carryin’ ?
Wot would ’ave happened then, eh?’

‘T'm sure I'm very sorry,” said Percy. He paused con-
tritely for a moment, and started off, but Mr. Gromm
hadn’t done with him yet.

‘You didn’t pause for to reflect upon that, did you ?
Eh? You were in too much of a ’'urry fer that’
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Again Percy felt a restraining hand on his forearm.

‘T'll tell yer what’s your trouble, Percy. Yer always in
too much of a "urry. Now don’t get fidgetin’ off. I'm
telling yer this because it’s something as I want to larn yer,
partikler. Take yer time, Percy. You was born in too
much of a ’urry—didn’t yer Ma never tell yer about
that ?’

‘ Mother died ’fore I was school age.’

* So she did, poor deeur : well, it’s true,” he said, holding
Percy’s arm and working it up and down as he spoke.
‘You be come into the world in a ’urry and now yer a
young man in a ‘urry. I'll be caddled if you ain’t, he
chuckled, and paused. ‘Now where’s my old bucket as
I was carrying before you basted into me?’

Percy found the bucket in the ditch, and Mr. Gromm
moved off with measured step towards the well.

Percy picked up his bicycle. It scemed hardly worth
while to remount it for the hundred yards that remained,
so he ran swiftly home, leading his machine beside him.

Silly old jobbernowl, said Percy, as he raced along.  Just
because he’s known me ever since I was child, thinks he’s
got the right to talk to me like a school teacher, now I'm
twenty. But that’s just the trial of living in a holc and
corner graveyard sort of a village like Edgerly. Everybody
do know everybody, and you can’t cnter for a newspaper
competition without every soul alive in the place talking
about it, till you'rc in your coffin.

Bother these old dummies out of the ark, he thought.
Can’t they imagine that things is changing and even
Edgerly’ll be changed in ten years ? They want folks like
me as can move a bit fast, and "as got hold of one-or two
ideas more modern than Stephenson’s Rocket, and they’ll
be respecting me for it one day. Only I shan’t wait for
that—I shall be off on some good job, running me own
garage somewhere by then. Now I wonder, has that
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paper come yet, and whether I'll "ave got a prize ? That’s
all T want, just a littde money to start me off.

Percy was always in a hurry on Friday evenings to get
home from the motor works where he worked, because
Friday evening brought his copy of the Live Wire, and
every week this paper ran a phrase-making competition for
which Percy always entered.

He stood to make £ 500 out of this competition any week.
Probably it would be soon, but certainly it must come
eventually. Then he was always going in for other com-
petitions and lucky draws. That brought the odds down
still further.

He flung the bicycle against the bank and jumped up,
scorning the steps. Percy’s parents had died when he was
young, and ever since he had lived with Mr. and Mrs.
Feather and their son Amos who kept the one village shop
—* Selfridge’s” as Percy used to call it derisively.

‘ Hullo, Amos,” he said, pushing the door open so sharply
that the old clapper bell rang madly. *Post come all right 2’

‘ Here it be, then, Mister Live Wire,” said Amos, throw-
ing him the orange-coloured packet. It was always kept
for Percy to undo. He quickly tore it open and turned to
the competition page.

‘Well,” he said after a few seconds, ‘ no luck this time—
gone to a post-office worker at Birmingham this weck.
I bet that'll be some mud-headed old fool who don’t know
how to use the money.’

¢ Well, there’s another of your sixpences fooled away,’
said Amos, who was a good ten years older than Percy ; a
gentle, dark-faced fellow who spoke very seldom, and very
quictly when he did speak.

‘ Oh, shut that, Amos,” said Percy,  you’re as bad as old
Gromm you are, and how do you know I haven’t won one
of the small prizes. As it happens, I have, there you are.
Ten shillings—now who’s wasted sixpence? Eh?’



T. O. Beachcroft 81

Percy felt triumphant and excited. It was an omen.
He called old Mr. and Mirs. Feather in from the garden and
astounded them with the news. As he ate tea he told them
of his ideas for getting on, of the main road garage he would
be running one day, and who knows what that might lead
to? He talked very fast.

After tea he insisted on Amos coming down to the pub to
sce a few fellows and celebrate his win.  Amos came reluct-
antly ; he preferred his garden. Percy was rather annoyed

“to find Gromm and a number of older men in the bar-
parlour. As he was telling them the news, they heard a car
outside, and in another moment a stranger stepped in—a
brisk gentleman in the forties apparently.

The assembled company had hardly taken him well in
when they found he was addressing them with rapid speech.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” he said. ‘My name’s
Captain Whitaker, and I'm helping to organize a kind of
lucky draw to help the Cottage Hospital at Overleigh.
We have to run it in the form of a competition so as not to
come up against the lottery laws. The first prize is a
thousand pounds, and this is what’ll interest you—the entries
are confined to members of the county, so you sce it’s
bound to go to a county man. We aim to get another
thousand for the hospital beyond the prize money, and
there are only a few more tickets to go. Who's on?’

Percy felt his heart jump into his throat—a thousand
pounds ! This must be the very reason why he had felt so
certain that tcn bob was an omen. As he stared at the
beer-ringed table, the yellow panels and the red faces all
round him, he had a curious fecling. They all bulged and
leaned towards him with a heavy insistence. He was going
to win that £1,000. He knew it. The excitement of the
evening spun round this point.

‘ Here you are, sir,” he said, ‘I'll have a ticket. TI'll ‘ave
two, and make certain.’
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* Good man,’ said Captain Whltaker, and began to tear
them out of a book.

‘T'll tell you what, Amos,’ sald Percy, ‘ you take one of
them tickets, and we’ll make a bargain to share the winnings
if either strikes lucky—sce ?’

‘Well, I doan know

‘Oh, come on,” said Percy, ‘do fer once ’ave 2 little
gumption. Don’t you want a thousand pounds ?’

‘Oh, all r1ght, said Amos, looking lugubrious. ‘I'll
take one. It’s a bond, then.’

The other men in the room hardly scemed to have
grasped the captain’s drift. They watched him steadily as
he tore out the coupons and explained the competition to
Percy.

¢ Wait a minute,” said Mr. Gromm. ‘’Ow much did
yer say these tickets were 2’

A chorus of ‘ Ahs’ and nods ran round the parlour, as
if Mr. Gromm had found words for something the others
had been unable to formulate.

‘ Five bob each.’

There was a silence : then Mr. Gromm spoke again, as
if for the whole company.

‘ No, thank ye,” he said, ‘I ain’t got no five bobs to go
chuckin’ away, even if others have. Times be middlin’
’ard for that kind o’ rashness.’

A new shifting of legs and elbows expressed a plain forth-
right assent to this, and Mr. Gromm, gathcrlng way, shook
his bearded facc and was heard to mutter : ‘ Foolishness, if
you ask me, all them ’ere sweeps and draws as scems to be
all the go—'

¢ Well,’ said the captain cheerfully, cutting him short,

‘ you're certainly at liberty to think what you please, and
there’s no obligation. Give us a half-pint, landlord, will
ou?’

He offered cigarettes round.
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‘I know,” he went on with the mug in his hand,  you
think that this is a new fangled sort of dodge. Now in the
towns they’re all on it. I've been right round Edgerly this
evening—but not a ticket have I sold till our two friends
here helped me out. They’re the only two in the place
who have got one’

‘You be struck us on a poor soil like,” said someone.

‘ Oh, that doesn’t matter. As a matter of fact, we've
really raised the money that we set out to get. The entries
close to-night. We judge next weck, and we'll let the
winner know by post on Thursday. We shan’t have the
results in any paper.’

Again Percy’s heart jumped. Only a weck to wait, then.

¢ Well, I hope one of you enterprising young fellows wins
it,” said the captain, and he was gone.

He went out of the door like a log out of a pond, causing
a swirling and scuffling behind him, and a general effect of
subsiding.

Through the stir Percy became aware that old Gromm’s
eyes were fixed on him, and he glared defiance at him.

‘ That be a fine thing to do with ten bob,” Gromm said
at length so that the whole room could hear. ‘ You take
it from me, no good never come out of tossing yer money
about like so much hay. No good carn’t come out of
them lotteries and lucky dips, my lad. No good carn’t
come . ..

¢ Ain’t it my business ?* said Percy, and he rushed out of
the room and struck out into the quiet coloured May
evening to try to walk it off.

Fed up, he was, with all their fatheaded naggings and
niggling on in the same way that they always had done.
Because it always had been done, then it must be right, and
old Gromm lecturing him like any schoolboy in front of
half the village. Of course he was in a hurry, and that was
more than any of them ever had the sharpness to be. The
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soil was in their bloomin’ heads, that was what the trouble
was, generations of it, and they wouldn’t think or move
much different to a clod of earth.

Their ways annoyed him. Their thoughts annoyed him.
Their drawling old country speech annoyed him—he was
learning to spcak as if he didn’t come from the back end of
nowhere, why couldn’t they ?

And Amos would be as bad as any of them if he didn’t
look out. Though he had morc regard for Amos than
anyone. Amos was a fine chap and a brainy chap too, but
why wouldn’t he raise a bit more go and gumption ?
Time and again Percy had pointed out to Amos that as the
town crept out towards the villages and the workers at the
motor factory, many of them, now lived ncarer to Edgerly
than to town shops, Amos had a big custom waiting for
him if only he’d look alive and' stock a bit more and go
after them. But Amos wouldn’t; he was content to
fumble and fuddle along like a grannie, just because he had
always done it, because his Dad had always done it. Oh,
he fairly wanted to takc Amos and kick some more up-to-
date ideas into him. It made him quitc frantic.

And then to have that hairy old mommet of a Gromm
sneer at him, the scrimping old muckworm, what right had
he? He couldn’t stand it much longer. He’d walk his
chalks and clear out of the village.

Percy stumbled and kicked his way across a field. It
was almost dark, and though he knew every bit of the land
by day, he nearly went sprawling scveral times. Then he
had to feel his way through a corner of wood to get back
into the road again. He had to strain his eyes and feel in
the darkness, and he forgot his anger for a bit.

When he regajned the road, he felt calmer. At least, he
told himself, he had already shown himself more capable of
striking out than anyone in the village. Who else in
Edgerly had ever had the gumption at the age of fifteen to



T. O. Beachcroft 8s

walk off and get himsclf a job at the new motor factory ?
But for that he’d have been a farm labourer all his days.
All very well to take your time if you’ve got nothing better
to do than that. All he needed now was a little money to
start off with. He thought suddcnly of the Hospital Com-
petition and of the curious scnsation he had had in the bar-
parlour. Yes, he still felt the same. Something was going
to come of it. And he felt glad that Amos was in it too, it
would be a bond of brotherhood between them. Through
it he’d get Amos to his way of thinking : get him out of
the old dead-and-alive ruts and they’d do big things to-
gether. And in only a week the news would be out. It
would come in a letter on Friday. Hc was trembling with
excitement when he got home.

So Percy’s thoughts ran on all the week, wove themselves
into the thythm of the machines at the shops, raced in his
head as he pedalled home from the works in the still cool
cvening. It didn’t matter whether he or Amos won the
prize. They’d both share it.

But on Thursday cvening he found the suspense almost
unbearable. He drifted out for a walk after tea and finished
up at the pub. When he passed Mr. Gromm he almost
fclt a sense of triumph at what was coming. As he got
inside the bar, a friend said to the landlord :

“’Ullo, here is Percy : now be that right wot you were
telling us ?”’

‘Right enough,’ the landlord answered, ‘sure as I'm
drawing yer a pint o’ brown ale now. There was a young
feller in ’cre an hour ago from Edgeminster, said as "ow he
couldn’t say nothing definite but there was a rumour round
as an Edgerly man had won that ’er ’ospital draw.’

Percy clasped his head between his hands and tried to
kecp calm. It was him or Amos, then. They were the
only people in Edgerly who had taken tickets. He told
himself to think no more about it, and wandered out again.
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He hardly knew how he got through the rest of the evening.
His sleep was restless and half-conscious.

There was no early post in Edgerly, so Percy had to be
content to go off to work without news. He was bursting
to tell Amos what he had heard. But Amos seemed to have
forgotten the whole affair, and Percy could not bring him-
self to speak of it somehow.

He rode back from the works that evening in a fever.
Would it be him or Amos ? Not that it mattered which,
really, but he’d sooner it fell to him to open the envelope.
When he got in, there was his weekly Live Wire as usual,
and another letter. He picked it up with pulsing heart.
It was addressed to Amos in typescript. Percy glanced
hecdlessly through his paper. There was no prize for him
in that. He could hardly resist opening the letter.

Then Amos came in.

‘ There’s a letter for you, Amos,” said Percy.

“Oh,” said Amos, ‘for me? Whoever's sent me a
letter 2’

‘Look and see, I should.’

Amos opened the letter and read it very slowly. An
expression of faint surprise crossed his eyes, then very
quickly he glanced at Percy and put the letter in his pocket.
He turned away.

‘Is there anything—anything in it ?’ said Percy.

‘No,’ said Amos, and he went into the kitchen and shut
the door. Percy could hear him talking in a low voice to
his father.

Percy waited some time quite numb and dizzy with
shock. What the hell did it mean? Why couldn’t Amos
tell him the news ? Did he want to conceal it ? Then a
dreadful idea crossed his mind : supposing Amos did want
to conceal it, so as to keep all the money for himself? He
had no idea that Percy had already heard the rumour. The
captain had said the draw was not to be published.
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The whole air seemed to grow foggy and difficult : as
the suspicion crept on his mind, Percy wandered moodily
otit of the shop door and up the village street, his chin sunk
on his chest. Then from the distance he saw Amos run
out of the cottage, pick up his own bike that was lying on
the bank and ride off.

Percy, desperate now with hateful suspicion, watched
him go. Off to see some lawyer or bank, was he, and get
the whole thing out of the village at once ? Then Percy
walked on and found himsclf at the pub again.

He sat down silently.

‘Let’s "ave a beer,” he said, and after a bit, © Sure that was
right what you told me last night ?”’

¢ Sure as I'm standing here,” said the landlord. ‘ And
there’s two or three on "em been in to Edgeminster to-day
and say they ’eerd the same thing theyselves. 'Aven’t you
’eerd nothin, then?’

‘ Not a thing,” said Percy, ‘at least . . .

He never meant to talk about it, but it had been all pent
up inside him for days now, and as he had another becr and
then another the whole story came out.

‘That ain’t fair, then,” they were saying. ‘Why, ’e
agreed to share it with you in this very room. 1’cerd ’im
with my own ears.

‘ That Amos always were a silent onc.  You watch him
—they silent ones . . .

An hour passed ; and another. Time and again they
thrashed it out. Percy drank and drank, and when he
plunged out it was dark and his head was whirling.

The loathsome meanness of it sickened him. They were
a lot of maggots raised on a dunghill, every man of them,
and Amos was as bad as the lot. To think that he had
been looking forward to sharing this with Amos, helping
him to do something a bit better, and it was his by right,
and now the scroungy little scab, eaten up by stinking,
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mean-minded greed, to grasp every penny as if it was his
ticket for Heaven . . .

A bicycle lamp flashed in front of him, shone in his face,
and there was Amos on his own bicycle.

‘Hi!’ shouted Percy, and caught Amos by the arm,
almost knocking him over.

‘Mind out, you'll have me over,” said Amos. ¢ What
the hell are you playing at?’

¢ Who said you could take my bike ?” said Percy.

‘ What’s up with you?’

‘ Where’s that money of mine ?’

¢ What money ?’

¢ Oh, you know all right,’” shouted Percy at the top of his
voice, ‘ that competition moncy, five hundred pounds, as
is mine by rights. I know what was in that letter all
right.’

‘Don’t be a bloody fool,” said Amos. *You be drunk.
Get home at once.’

He tried to move on, but Percy pulled the bicycle away.
Amos pushed him aside pretty hard, and Percy fell down
on the road. He at once got up, swearing filthily, all the
tension of the week breaking out, and hit Amos as hard as
he could in the face. Amos recled back, tripped over the
ditch, and fell heavily through the wooden paling around
Mr. Gromm’s front garden. It broke with a splintering
crash. Amos caught at some rickety poles covered with
ramblers and pulled them down with him. Instantly a
dozen dogs began barking madly and lcaping at the end of
their chains. Doors were flung open and people shouted.
Amos got up, festooned with brambles, and spitting a tooth
out of his mouth. Then he snarled like an animal and
rushed at Percy.

They closed and swayed in the darkness, and fell headlong
into the ditch, clawing and pounding at each other. One
of them was bleeding violently from the nose, but. neither
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knew nor cared which. Collars were torn off and faces
punched and ground into the earth.

When they were hauled out of the ditch, and lugged off
cach other like fighting dogs, there was blood all over their
shirts and faces, and Percy was sobbing with exhaustion and
passion.

There was a ring of people round them.  Shafts of light
flowed out of the cottage doors, and everybody moved with
huge grotesque shadows. To Percy it was all half-rcalized
and nightmarish. Mr. Gromm was in the middle of the
group.

‘Hi, you two,” he said. ‘Percy—Amos—whatever be
ar] this about, you young nineters, you ?’

“It’s 'im,” Percy shouted. ‘ Wants to sneak off with that
five "undred quid ‘e won in the ’ospital draw.’

‘I never won the ’ospital draw.’

‘Yes, youdid, youdid !’ yelled Percy.  * Then what was
in that lctter you ’ad 2’

‘It wur a price list of some tinned fruits for our stock, if
yer want to know, and I’ad to catch the post to-night with
an order.’

‘I don’t believe yer . . . I don’t . ..

¢ Now, stop yer clapperclawin’ yer blasted young fool,’
said Mr. Gromm. ‘Amos ncver won that.’

“’Ow do you know ?’

‘ Cause I won it meself, then.’

‘What !’ said cverybody. ‘ Mr. Gromm ! You been
mighty quict about it. You took a ticket after arl. Well,
there !’

‘Yes,” said Mr. Gromm. ‘So ’appened as I met that
Captain Whitaker next day in Edgeminster, and ’c tarked
me round to take a ticket along of two young cockerels as
I sold ’im.

* Well,” said Percy, as this new grievance bore in on him,

‘of all the unfair . ..
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Words failed him. *’Ere ave I been goin’ in fur thesc
things for years, and now the very first time ‘e tries, ‘e
calmly marches off with a thousand pounds.’

He broke away and was going off by himself, when he
felt a hand on his arm. It was Gromm.

‘’Ere, Percy my lad. Come into my ’ouse. I want to
tark to yer.

Percy felt inclined to jerk his arm away. Why should
Gromm always take it on him to lecture him like a school-
boy ? But the old man compelled him somchow.

Inside the cottage kitchen, Gromm made him sit down.

¢ Now keep quiet for a few minutes,” he said, ‘I be going
to make a good cup of tea.’

He busied himself with the kettle and tea canister, and
Percy was thankful to sit silent, where no one could sec him.

Mr. Gromm reminded him of Adam, somehow, every-
body’s forcfather. His twisted hands were the colour of
earthitself. You could hardly see his face for hair. Hestill
kept his shapeless hat on his head.

Old Gromm had got the better of him, then. It was
only luck, of course, but somehow it seemed to prove
Percy wrong in everything. Gromm gave him a cup of
potent brew, took one himsclf, sat down and said, very
slowly, as he cut off some plug tobacco, rolled it up and
lit his pipe :

‘Didn’t I tell yer no good couldn’t come along of this ?
Now yer see.’

Percy sighed. It was all right for Gromm.

‘ But that thur wasn’t wot I want ter say. Supposin’
you ’ad won, wot then ? I don’t "old with this easy come
money. I'm in two minds to give the ’ole stook of it back
to the ’ospital. Money’s a thing as yer ’as to take yer time
with, to my way of thart.  As the years go on, bits o’ things
stick to yer. But yer ’as to take yer time, and do it fur
yerself. Now I always said about you, as yer’d be lucky if
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yer ever got a fiftieth part o’ what yer thart to get. Been
saying that fer years, I "ave. Now what do you figure a
fifticth part o’ this thousand pounds to be ?’

‘ Twenty pounds,” said Percy.

Mr. Gromm rose and went to a cupboard.

‘ Well,” he said, ‘ take this twenty pound, Percy. The
captain brart it me in banknotes along o’ the news a couple
of hours back.’

*What 2’ said Percy, unable to believe his ears. * For
me? But look ’ere, Mr. Gromm . . .

He was cut short every time he tried to express his
.Jhanks.  After he had said good night, Mr. Gromm stood
at the window and watched him walk slowly down the
road.

Percy was amazed as much at having the money at all as
at the way it came. He held the notes in his hand inside his
breast pocket. Twenty pounds was not so much as a
thousand, but it was a lot. He had never had so much
money in his life. A thousand pounds was too much to
expect. But this twenty pounds was rcal, solid. It was
possessions.

He had an impulse to run home at top speed and give
the whole lot to Amos. Then he thought he could make
it up with Amos without that. Amos had the shop and the
house coming to him. Then what should he do with it?
He would buy a motor bike. No, he would take evening
classes. No, he would take a holiday in London. That
might lead to some new job.

Percy walked more and more slowly. Eventually he
came to a standstill, and let the night air fan his face while
he gazed up at the stars. It was very still. Somewhere an
owl was hooting, and there was a sound of murmured
voices behind a lighted window. He felt the age-old life
of Edgerly lap quietly round him. The beginning of the
evening secemed a very long time ago. Somehow Percy
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felt much older than he did an hour before. Somchow,
now he had got the money, he did not want to do anything
with it for a long while. He was in no hurry. He would
just leave it for a few months—for a year or two. There
was plenty of time. It was a good thing to take your time.



The Eyes

T had been a long day at the hospital. Like arches in

a cloister the grey hours stretched backwards, a succession
of long, exhausting days. With quick nervous movements
Dr. Sylvester sped down the corridor to the strect door.
His rapid step was on the verge of running, like a man
escaping. He saw the green paint of the walls was moist
with the rime of the November evening.  Fog had entered
the passage and cach electric light bulb was surrounded by
a nimbus of misty air. The cement floor resounded dully
underneath his fect.

It was a double swinging door which opened on to the
street, green painted, with a brown worn streak on each
side where impatient fect had pushed it open. Drawing on
his gloves as he went, Dr. Sylvester jerked his shoulder
against the swinging door. But as it gave to let him
through he heard a voice calling down the passage.

‘Doctor ! Doctor Sylvester !’

‘ Oh, damn,” he muttered, ‘ what now, what now ?°’

A second later he would have been through the doors
away from the hospital. For a moment he hesitated and
let the doors swing to behind him, but a nurse came running
up the passage and he was caught again.

‘I'm so sorry, Doctor, she said, ¢ Sister asked me to find
you before you went.’
‘Well 2’
‘ Dr. Sterndale isn’t here yet; there’s a casc come in ;
in the receiving-room now—it’s a—-'
93
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Dr. Sylvester turned abruptly and ran past her up the
passage, without listening to the rest of her explanations.
As he pushed by making her step back against the wall
with his sudden movement, she saw his face was white,
almost grey, and very tired. His black keen eyes were
sunk in his head, and the skin dark and discoloured under-
neath them. His lips were pale, nearly as pale as his face.

¢ Still,” she thought,  it’s no use being a doctor, or a nurse,
if you expect to have your life to yourself. And Dr.
Sylvester was lucky to have a home and a wife and baby ;
his life wasn’t all hospital. And again, if a doctor likes to
do a hospital job as well as a practice, of course he gets used
up ; it’s his own choice.” She was forgetting, or perhaps
never knew, that Dr. Sylvester’s work at the hospital was
unpaid.

Sylvester burst into the recciving-room and closed the
door sharply.

‘Well ?° he said.

The Sister was there : with her, sitting on the bench that
ran down one side of the bare boarded room, was a young
woman ; an old looking young woman, unbecomingly and
dingily dressed. Her sallow skin and pale lips were utterly
untouched by lipstick or powder, as if she had patiently
refused to take any interest in her own appearance.

Lying limply in her arms was a little girl of four or five.
The child’s body seemed stiff and resistant : as if the arms
could no longer make her comfortable. Her head hung
back across the crook ; rather too far back. The face was
flushed and the eyes suffused with blood. The breathing
was deep and heavy. The child was in a stupor of feverish
sleep, or perhaps quite unconscious.

For a second no one spoke.

Sylvester, turning his back on the two women, flung off

his coat and gloves and threw them on the table.
‘Well 2” he said, as he did so.
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i This little gir]l was brought in about a quarter of an hour
ago . . ." began the Sister, not quite certain if she had his
attention.  Dr. Sterndale seems to have been delayed, and
the case . . .

‘ How did it begin ?* said Sylvester, interrupting her and
turning to the mother with spasmodic swiftness.

She glanced up at the Sister, not quite certain if she was
to speak.

‘ Yesterday,” she said, and hesitated. Sylvester began to
pace the room.

*Go on,” he said.

‘ Yesterday morning, when she woke up she seemed
a bit queer and heavy ; and as soon as my husband looked
at her he said : * Oh, look at her eyes, whatever has the
child done to her eyes 2" I thought she must have caught
a bad cold in her eyes . . .

The woman paused. She found it hard to talk to this
pale, abrupt doctor, who spoke in rapid nervous jerks, or
said nothing and scarcely seemed to be listening.

The brilliant electric light beat hard on them, turning
their faces dead white. It shed a dream-like brightness and
cast hard-edged shadows all round them : the white starched
apron and tall figure of the Sister stood vivid and luminous
against the dark clothes of the mother. With an effort she
went on speaking.

‘ Then she scemed very heavy all yesterday, and she had
a bad headache. She just scemed to be asleep all the time,
but was quite quiet—I didn’t like her being so quiet. I gave
her a little soup, but she didn’t seem to care for it, though
she took it.’

As she spoke Sylvester placed a thermometer under the
child’s arm. Then he began to take her pulse. He found
the hand was very hot and dry and the pulse slow, yet
strongly marked and irregular. He turned up one of the
child’s eyelids and gazed for a moment at the eye ; the ball
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was discoloured and filled with blood. He let it go, and
as the dark lashes sunk again on the cheek, the child made
no sign nor movement.

‘Go on,” he said to the mother, ¢ don’t stop.’

‘ When my husband came in,” she went on, ‘“I don’t
like her looks,”” he said.  *“ We ought to have the doctor, if
she don’t look better in the morning.””  So I told him, let’s
see how she sleeps. I only hope I was right to leave it.’

She broke off, as Sylvester took the thermometer from
the child’s arm.  She sat very still, not moving the child on
her lap, though her arms were aching. Surely he would
say something, would tell her something about the child
now, would let her know what he was thinking or what he
knew.

He scarcely glanced at the thermometer, and handed it
straight back to the Sister. In fact he scarcely needed to
glance at it. He knew now the temperature would be
a hundred and two or over.

‘ Well,” he said, his voice still sounding stern and im-
patient.

* She slept quite quiet,’ said the mother, gathering reso-
lution in some way from his abruptness. * She slept so well
I thought it must be all right, but she was no better nor
worse this morning. Just lay quite listless—then this cven-
ing she got so that I couldn’t rouse her atall. I couldn’t do
nothing till my husband was back, and I brought her
straight round here.”

‘Did your husband come ?”

‘No,” she said. ‘I have two others—she’s the eldcst.’

He nodded, and turned to the Sister and spoke quickly
in a low voice, at the same time scizing his coat from the
table and beginning to put it on.

‘Yes, Doctor,’ she heard the Sister answer,  of course.
The small annexe of Ward B is quite empty. I'll see to it

at once. . ..
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¢ No—T'll see to that,’ he said, ‘ you see to the child—
then I must really go.’

He was at the door as he finished speaking. He pulled
it open, then darted back into the room as the woman stood
up with her child.

 Good-bye,” he said, ‘ good-bye,” nodded quickly, and
was gone without waiting for her to reply.

Five minutes later Dr. Sylvester was again in the passage
hurrying towards the door that led to the outside world.
Once that door closed behind him he would be shut off
from the strain and overwork of the last few wecks. It
had gone too far now. He must rest”

But as he walked his step slackencd, then involuntarily he
paused before the door and stood waiting : he bit the fingers
of the gloves he carried, pulling them with jerks against his
teeth. '

He had done all that was necessary. Sterndale was
already in the hospital ; he could hear his hearty voice
echoing in the stone-floored corridors bchind him. It
would be absurd to go back now to give him personal
details of this one case : and he was too tired for Sterndale.
Besides, it wasn’t the child he was thinking of ; she was
going to die.  She had meningitis ; the fulminant type that
killed quickly. Alrcady her blood-staincd cyes had re-
flected their last image of her mother—the last sight of this
world she would ever see.

For a few moments he stood biting his glove, then impul-
sively he pushed the doors open and stepped out, taking the
direction which led to his home.

After a few moments he turned and walked back again,
treading gently as if he were breaking some private rule.
He passef the swing doors and reached the main entrance
to the hospital. Here he carefully filled and lit a pipe, and
took his stand in the shadow watching the tobacco giow in

the darkness. From time to time a short sigh escaped him.
D
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He had to wait ten minutes : then he saw the mother

come out.
¢ Perhaps I'm going your way, > said Sylvester. *Let me
take you to the corner.

The woman walked by his side in silence.

*Did the Sister tell you?’ he said.

‘Yes, sir,” she answered.
Again they walked in silence.
¢ She’s not your only child, you said ?°

‘No, sir—I have two others.’

‘ But she was your first.’

‘ Yes, sir.’

¢ Are the others perfectly well ?°

¢ Perfectly, thank you, sir—now. But then so was she.
Supposing one of thcm was to wake up with those eyes
to-morrow. What am I to do? How can I be safe ?’

She spoke rapidly but very calmly.

‘ Can anyone be safe ?’

He asked the question in sympathy, yet it sounded almost
like a rebuke. They neither of them spoke again till they
reached the end of the street.

‘I must go here,” said Sylvester. ‘ Good-bye.’

He watched her pass two or three strect lamps and
shekwas lost in the misty darkness. She never looked
back.

Sylvester began to walk home at a ficrce pace. He
wished he had said more to her. But what was the object
of dwelling on it? His duty was to rest his nerves and
keep his judgment clear : why pick out this one case from
a week of too much strain ? It was his knowledge the
hospital needed, not misplaced sensibility and exacerbated
nerves.

She was beyond sympathy, too. For the moment the
calamity, like a terrible wound, when it is first inflicted,
gave her no anguish. ‘ My first-born child is dying,” she
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was saying to herself—and it filled her with strange cxalt-
ation and strength.

@ Sylvester began to share in this exaltation.  He strode on
down the long avenue of street lamps : they glowed, two
or three in front of him, in the wreaths of mist, each one
casting round it an exhalation of doubtful light : a wheel
of yellow ringed with blue that slowly revolved as he
approached.

Who can be certain ? A doctor faces danger every day,
from fevers, from contagion, breaths laden with death, and
touches of putrefying flesh. Closing the swing doors can-
not cut off the dangers which may follow him out of the
hospital into his private life and his home. Another tread
was following his now ; he turned and in the fog could see
no one, only the muffled steps went on and a man cleared
his throat.

He turned from the lights and vivid pictures of the day
were painted on the darkness before his open eyes. He
saw the mother on the seat with the child unmoving in her
arms : and the bright light beating on the child’s face and
fevered eyes : now rose-hued, now filled with flames and
rubics ; now immeasurably extended and far away, like
a red-eyed western sky where veins and arteries hang in
the air.

Then he stopped ; and turning, at once walked quickly
back to the hospital and shouldered through the swing
doors.

¢ Sylvester,” said Sterndale an hour later in his deep,
commanding voice, ‘I'm surprised to see you still here.
I thought you'd gone home. Did you have any sleep last
night ?’

‘Oh, an hour or two: I'm all right, just a bit
tired.’

‘My dear fellow, your face is grey—your eyes look a



100 Collected Stories of

mile away : and you're walking about like 2 man in a
drcam Do go home and get to bed.’

‘T m going to stay to-night. There’s something I want
to sec.’

‘ There’s not the slightest need : I shall be here mysclf
tlll midnight or after. What is it ? ?

¢ A meningitis case in B annexe.’

 What, that child who came in this evening ? There’s
nothing to do. I can give you full details. She’s bound
to die.”

Sylvester looked hard at the floor as if he were talking
to it.

‘I know,” he said with a sudden jerk. °That’s why I'm
going to stay.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘I want to watch the eyes just at the moment of

death.’
Sterndale shook his head.
‘Listen,” he said, ‘you can do that some other time:
you ‘Il drop in your tracks.’
‘I never drop in my tracks.’
‘Why do you want to : 2’
ObVlously, said Sylvester without raising his eyes,
“because it’s a particularly good opportunity. She will
be unconscious from now till the time she dies: it will
happen before the morning and then I can rest. Have you
ever scen what I mean 2’
‘Can’t say I have’
“Well, I have, but oonly once : and I want to see it again.
I can promise you it’s the only reason on earth that would
make me stay to-night.’
Sterndale took him by the arm.
‘ You ought to think of the infection,” he said. ‘ You'll
be bending over that child’s face for hours Sylvester. The
breath from the nostrils is so dangcrous. I wish you’d



T. O. Beachcroft 101

listen to me, Sylvester . . . besides, you owe something
to your wife and your own child : it’s not safe ; especially
in the state you're in.’

Sylvester gave a short high-pitched laugh. ‘I'm sorry
not to take your advice.” Then with galvanic swiftness he
began to race up the stairs three at a time, and vanished.

Sterndale heard him calling on the floor above.

‘Bring me an ophthalmoscope in the B annexe.

Sylvester was alone in the room with the dying child.
Save for the bright light at the head of the bed, the room
was all in darkness. He paced steadily backwards and
forwards, passing now into the light, now into the darkness
again. Each time he turned, his shadow blotted out, then
revealed again, the small unmoving body that lay propped
on the pillows.

Sylvester’s step was light and firm. He was no longer
tired. He congratulated himself that he had stayed, and
on his mounting exhilaration. Backwards and forwards
he went, from wainscot to wainscot. In a steady rhythm
of light and shade his shadow rose and fell, rose and fell.
And the beam flashed in and out on the child’s face as he
passed now dark, now light, now dark, now light.

He paused and listened to the breathing just faintly
audible in the stillness. A hesitation, the slightest flutter,
and he was at the bedside, his face against the child’s. For
whole minutes he remained rigidly still, staring into the
eye, feeling the faint whisper of breath against his forehead.
It was now three in the morning, and Sylvester had lost all
sense of time. The child seemed dead and yet not dead.
Occasionally he paused and stared fixedly at her face from
a distance.

There were three other empty beds round him. He
rested on the bed farthest from the child, lost as it were in
the shadowed distances of the room. He picked up a book
and, holding it awkwardly so that some dim light fell on
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it, peered at the print. He turned one page : then put it
down.

Perhaps the child would not die till the morning.
Already he had been waiting longer than he had expected.
Sterndale had warned him of infection. He might next
morning see his own child wake and look round with the
same blood-filled eyes. That’s what the mother had seen
first. ‘Look at the child’s eyes,” her husband had said,
‘ whatever has the child been doing to her eyes ?’

The breathing became more tremulous. Instantly Syl-
vester’s shadow leapt across the room, and he was crouching
over the bed. The eye was flooded with a bright light
from the mirror of the opthalmoscope; the pupil had
already been paralysed by atropine. Sylvester was looking
into the depths of a motionless rose-red pool. The beam of
light clarified the translucent outer tegument of the eye ;
it shone past the cornea and the aqueous humour, through
the tense and vitreous body with its hyaloid membrane,
and gently irradiated the crimson floor of the pool itself—
the §elicate retina.

This decp background of red was now his whole ficld of
vision. As he gazed the glowing pool changed into a vault
of dark roseate midnight, stretching unfathomable lcagues
above his head, while he, sole gazer, stood rapt and frozen
in timeless watching.

Far off at one side there glimmered a pale nebula of wax-
like yellow, making the point where the optic nerve led to
the brain behind. From here diverged the dclicate and
immense wanderings of the veins and arteries across his
firmament : the veins deeper in colour and the measureless
arteries gleaming like rubics. In those veins and arteries
blood was steadily flowing, and would flow for a second
more.

At the moment some purulent suffusion paralysed the
brain, the blood paused in its steady passage, and the scene
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changed. A minute colourless point, a hiatus in the blood-
stream, appeared in each channel and moved in slow pul-
sations across the vault : then another. The flow changed
to single beads, the last weak pulses of the heart.  Sluggishly
one final drop moved—paused ; moved ; then stopped.
And the rose colour at once began to fade—faster and paler
till the whole vision was drained of colour, and died away,
misty and cere.

Sylvester stood back from his instrument with a sudden
gush of human tenderness. It was a strange way to die.
No tears: no love: just nameless material for medical
observation. He closed his eyes, and under the lids the
darkness became crimson and patterned like a damask :
slowly it turned to purple, then to deepest black. He rang
the bell for the nurses, and walked quickly out of the
hospital.

In the street it was intensely cold. The street lamps were
still burning, but not a soul was about. Sylvester felt too
tired almost to walk. A horde of confused terrors attacked
him. He should have followed Sterndale’s advice. Stern-
dale was always right. He had becen shut up for hours with
the child. He had wantonly exposed his own child to the
danger of infection.

Like a dwarfed figure in a nightmare he walked on
through a dark and endless colonnade of light and shadows,
tortured by the incessantly repeated thought of infection.
He was oppressed by an intolerable fecling of eternity.
His feet hurried him on faster and faster till without know-
ing it he ran.

When he reached home the house was silent. He felt
his way in the darkness, without turning on the lights. His
wife and baby were both in a sleep so decp that they neither
turned nor sighed. He flung down his clothes quickly,
forgetting even to wind his watch, and lay in bed trembling.

Soon a warm tide of sleep crept over him ; his limbs
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were borne out like fronds of weed in a gentle stream ; he
sank down through fathoms of deep green till he was lost
in total blackness ; his body was carricd restlessly this way
and that on whispering currents. Salt fingers fretted at
him, dissolving his flesh till his bones shimmered green and
naked in the depths.

Shortly before dawn Sylvester moaned in his sleep. He
was lying on his back with one arm flung behind his head.
His breathing became spasmodic and heavy. In vain he
struggled with the monstrous horrors of a nightmare.
Lewd and ghastly faces pressed round, and touched him
with their wet mouths. Cold tendrils closed round him,

aralysing every limb. His soul wept with unbearable
ﬁ)athing and dread—abandoned and lost in the darkest pit of
terror.

He screamed, yet knew he made no sound. His body
lay like marble on the bed, and only deep sighs could
escape the stifled penetralia of his bosom. He opened his
eyes, and for many minutes lay awake, yet powerless to
move. He sighed many times : and at last, with an cffort
of will, roused himself. The room was filled with cool
grey winter light.

There was a rustle of movement from his wife’s bed.

‘ What are you doing ?’ she asked.

‘I must get up for a few moments,” he said. ‘I've had a
terrible nightmare.’

She turned to look at him ; then cried out immediately :

‘Oh, your eyes! Whatever have you done to your
eyes 2’

‘What ?” said Sylvester, almost in a whisper.

‘ They’re so terribly red and bloodshot.’

‘ Give me a looking-glass.’

He saw his cyes fevered and deep red, the whole ball
suffused with blood.

Desperately calm, he told his wife what it meant. For a
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few moments they sat silent, each avoiding the other’s
glance.

‘ Quick,” he said. ‘Ring up Sterndale’s house ; there’s
no time to lose. Ask him to help us. Hc’ll do something.’

He watched her pick up the telephone by his bedside
with trembling hands, and as she spoke the strength drained
from his body. She turned to him.

‘He says he must speak to you.’

He heard Sterndale’s strong firm voice speaking in his
car.
‘Is that you, Sylvester ?  You should have followed my
advice. Your nerves are running away with you. It’s
a bare twelve hours since you first saw that child : only
three or four hours since you were in any real danger of
infection.”

‘Yes,” said Sylvester, dully.

‘Well 2’ came the voice.

“Good God,’ cried Sylvester. ‘The incubation period !
Ihmust be going mad. It's absurd—how could I forget

at?’

‘You'll forget your own name if you aren’t careful,
said Sterndale. ‘Go back to bed and get about twelve
hours’ sleep. Good-bye, Sylvester.’

‘It’s all right,” he said, feeling his heart beating wildly,
“it’s all right. Good God, how could I forget. I must be
going mad.’ :

‘ But your eyes,” said his wife. ‘Your eyes !’

‘ Nothing. Just some queer nervous reaction. It’s what
I've been seeing and thinking. And my being too tired.
It’s strange the symptoms your mind can produce when it
runs away like this. Damned strange . . . rather fright-
ening. . ..

He flung himsclf on the bed and burst into a torrent of
tears and laughter.



Old Women are Tough

HATEVER does that old woman do with hersclf

alone all day ?  'What are her thoughts, her feelings,
her pleasures, her pains? Every day, every week, what
goes on inside her ?

The lane gradually grew more broken and grassy. It
led right away from the village and the other houses, climb-
ing as it went : at the point where it vanished into the fields
stood old Sally’s cottage, just under the brow of the downs.
Clara left the pony and trap and went in. This was before
the War, in the days when motors were very rare in the
village. _

The little gate was half open. The weeds and brambles
of the hedgerow had grown through it and bound it fast.
There was no sign of Sally.

The cottage door stood open, too. Clara went in. The
sitting-room was silent except for an alarum-clock that
ticked on alone. There were cold ashes in the grate.
Dirty lace curtains were drawn across the minute window.
On the bare-topped table someone had left a sooty kettle,
an old black skirt, a shapcless piece of butter in paper.
There was no sign of Sally. On the floor stood a packing-
case.

Clara went into the garden and called again. A heap of
ashes lay right against the front door and covered the path.
House rubbish and dirt of all sorts, some of it parcclled in
newspaper, was lying in the long grass. At the back of

the cottage where the garden ran into a steep wooded
106
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bank, the hedge had completely disappeared in the undet-
growth.

It was on this bank that thousands of snowdrops grew
every February : masses of white blossoms sheltered on
thread-like stalks among the brambles and the rubbish.
Sally used to charge sixpence to anyone who cared to
come and pick the snowdrops, and plenty of people
came.

“It’s the slant of that bank,” she would explain, with an
air of cleverness, as if she had arranged it herself. * Catches
the winter sun, and keeps the cold from the downs off :
you won’t grow snowdrops like that anywhere else. Give
me your sixpence, and go and get ’em.

Clara wandered about. Sally was nowhere to be seen.
Presently a black cat approached and miaowed stridently
and accusingly at her. Clara went back to the pony trap
and drove away.

She had to make a long circuit to get back on to the road,
and presently she passed the workhouse with its infirmary :
a large grey-blue building with rows of uncurtained win-
dows. As she approached, a black figure came into sight,
bicycling slowly against the wind, and they met at the gate.
It was her uncle, the rector of the village.

‘ Good morning, Uncle William,” said Clara.

¢ Ah, good morning, my dear,” said Uncle William, dis-
mounting. He looked upset. He sighed, and shook his
head as if to encourage enquiries.

¢ What's up ? ?’ said Clara
‘I'm upset,” he said. ‘I'm really upset. 1It’s ab@%@é

Mrs. Briggs. Pra t goinsg in to see her.
‘ What ?’ ;52id C %ﬂy Briggs that lives in

the ‘cottage: past tM’Uppct
“ Yes'ig
Y‘ 1 don t mean to say you ve put het'ifi here 2 \Why,

ate it
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‘ She does hate it,” said Uncle William.

‘Ishould think so,” said Clara. ‘ Why, she’s half a gipsy.
In fact mother says she was a gipsy till she married.’

‘I know all about her,” said Uncle William.

‘But surely . . > Clara broke off because words failed
her. ‘Is she ill?’ \

¢ Well, she did have a touch of bronchitis, but I must say
the doctor made the most of it. Spender was very anxious
to have her in the infirmary where she would be properly
looked after.’

‘ But what about her niece ?” asked Clara. ‘I thought
she always looked after her.’

Uncle William nodded and sighed again. °She has
done for many years, " he said, ¢ but really it was getting too
much for her. She’s got a big family of children, you
know, and there’s another one impending. It was really
she who especially asked me to get Sally in.

‘ What's the mystery about Sally ?” said Clara.

‘Idon’tknow,’ said Uncle William. ° The other women
seem to think very badly of her. I've bcen told her house
is full of stolen stuff; but I always say I won'’t listen to such
idle gossip.’

Well, she certainly never lets anyone in if she can help it
she has precious little to say to anyone. How’s she getting

on ? ?’
_* She seems to be up against everyone and everythmg,
said Uncle William. ‘I wish you’d come in and see her
with me: perhaps you could chccr her up a bit”
‘ Well, I'll come,’-said Clara. ‘ But I don’t think she 11
cven know me. I haven’t seen her for nearly a year.’
‘ Never mind, come and try, “He- said.

They left the pony andiggap in charge of the worter, and
Uncle Wiiham led the way down stone corndoﬁé and past
nurses to Sallys ward. b

Gocd morning, Matron,” he said « the door. wo.l'Ve
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just come to have a look at Mrs. Briggs. Is she ...?’
He expressed the rest with a despondent gesture.

‘I think you'll find her somewhat better, Mr. Pedder.
She’s found her tongue a bit, anyway.’

Sally was not in the large ward. There were only five or
six beds in the room, each with its old woman. They sat
up wearing red jackets, either knitting or doing nothing.
There were flowers about, and the room looked bright
with sunlight.

They crossed to Sally’s bed in the far corner. She was
huddled up, half-sitting, half-lying. A pair of long brown
hands were clasped claw-like on the bed-cover. Under her
half-shut eyes she secemed to be staring at them intently.

‘ Well, now, Sally,” began Uncle William, ¢ and how do
you find yourself this morning ?’

No answer came. Uncle William tried again, in a
sympathetic voice, ‘ Not too grand, I cxpect, ch?’

Sally opened her beady eyes and looked at him.

¢ Oh, ’tis you, Mister Pedder, is it ? I thart as ye’d come
to-day, somchow or other. Well, perhaps I'm not too
grand. Tho’ I must say I have felt a lot worser than what
Idonow. But there then, what can you expect, all stewed
up together in this turmoil !’ As she emphasized and
lingered on the words a peculiar accent of grievance and
venom came into her voice.

Uncle William, with a cheerful smile, hastened to intro-
duce Clara.

‘I've brought you a visitor, Sally. Look and tell me if

ou know who it is.’

Sally looked without interest.

‘No,’ shesaid. “Can’tsayasIdo. The light be all agin
me here.

Clara turned so that the light struck her face. ‘Try
again, Mrs. Briggs,” she said. ‘I think you'll remember
me.’
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“Ab,’ said Sally. ‘I do seem to remember your face,
miss, but I couldn’t put a name to 'un. My poor old head
ain’t what it useter be.’

“It’s a long time since we met,” said Clara. ‘I haven’t
seen you since last February, I think. Icame to gather some
of your snowdrops.’

‘ Ah, yes,” said Sally. ‘They snowdrops.” But she was
still more occupied with her own thoughts than with her
visitors.

Clara made another effort.

‘I picked a splendid bunch,” she said. ‘You had a
wonderful bank of them, didn’t you?’

‘Yes,” said Sally, ‘they snowdrops o’ mine be great
favourites. Everybody comes to gather ’em. Pay six-
pence and gather yer fill. Ah, poor things, there’ll be no
one to look after them now I'm took. Itll be ...

¢ When I came,” said Clara quickly, ‘ we both of us had a
good laugh at your cat. He was a black one with a very
long thin tail. He sat before the fire and miaowed and
miaowed, so that I thought he must be ill or something.’

*Ah,” said Sally, ‘that’d be my Tummus. He were
always a miaowler, he were. No, he weren't ill, young
lady, he’s just a rare one to miaowl.’

Uncle William nodded hopefully.

‘I remember you picked him up to put him out, Mrs.
Briggs,” Clara said, ‘ and he spat and growled at you like
a fury. Then you took your besom and fairly swept him
out of the door. I did laugh at him.

Sally chuckled *Ah, I mind that day, I mind that day,’
she said, “and how it caused you to laugh, young miss.
I remembers it now as clear as daylight. Fair swep’ him
out of the room, did 1?2 Well, well.  Yes, we had a hearty
laugh together, didn’t us ? Tummus always were one te
miaowl. Not so bad he weren’t if I was sct there alone,
but he couldn’t abide me to have company.’
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‘I expect he’s a clever cat, isn’t he ?” said Clara.

¢ Ah, now, he be a clever cat.  He never goes hungry,
I can tell you. He takes particular notice o’ that. Often
he’s been gone down to the woods two and three days
together, and I begin to think as I've seen the larst of ’im.
Then he turns up with his belly all stuck out like a flower-
pot. And what is more remarkable, he never forgets fer
to bring back a nice young rarbit for my stewpan, too.
And when I put it on to cook, as soon as ’e savours the smell
of it he’ll miaowl and miaowl till I give 'im a bit. Yes,
he be a clever cat, although a miaowler.’

Sally was almost smiling to herself now, and Clara and
Uncle William’s eyes met with a look of pleasure. At this
moment a nurse bustled by Sally’s bed.

¢ Why, you are all dumped down in your bed, Granny,’
she said. “Let’s give you a lift up.” There followed a
shaking and patting of pillows, while Sally watched her
angrily.

*Say ‘““thank you,” Granny, do now, said the
nurse.

‘ Thank you, my dear,” she said, very bitterly.

‘ There,” Sally said when she had gone, ‘ that’s just like
them. Coming and shaking a body up like that, when I've
got company too. They can’t let me bide, always doing
some tomfoolery or another, young hussies. Carn’t please
yerself how yer lay in bed now, it seems.’

¢ Come,” said Uncle William, ‘ you were rather sunk
down, you know. I think you look much more comfort-
able now.’

But Sally stared in front of her and said nothing.

‘I do like those red jackets you all wear,” said Clara.
‘ They look so nice and cheerful.’

Sally drew a deep breath. ‘ Well,” she said slowly, ‘I
can’t say as I fancies ’em meself’ All the venom had
returned.
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* But, Sally, it really suits you very well. You look nice
in it

‘1 don’t say as perhaps there mightn’t be here and there
one,” she said, ‘ as the colour would suit. But fer to put
"em on atl of us right down the ward—like great glouts of
blood they looks like to me. And to my mind blood is
a very suspicious sort of a colour in a hospital, even if it
is only the Union. Can’t say as I ever cared much for the
colour of blood.’

Uncle William cleared his throat and held out a shapeless

arcel.
i There,” he said. ‘My wife has sent you this shawl.
She thought you'd be glad of it very likely.’

Sally slowly took the parcel and her bony gnarled fingers
began to pluck at the knot. It scemed as if those rheumatic
hands would never manage it, but when one of the others
made a movement to help her she said nothing, but drew
the parcel away resentfully. At length it was done, and
she took the shawl out.

‘ Ah, now, that’s a rcal kind thought,” she said. ‘Eh,
but that’s a beautiful shawl, that be—none of yer common,
half-cottony then. This be beautiful soft and thick !’

She held it to her cheek, and Uncle William glanced
hopefully at Clara.

* Now you tell your lady, sir,” said Sally, ‘ as I thanks her.
I thanks her most respectful and grateful fer her kind
favour.’

‘ Put it on, Mrs. Briggs,” said Clara. ‘I want to sce how
you look in it.’

‘No, no, young miss,” said Sally, ‘let it bide. Not
while any of them is around. Like as not they’d come an’
take that from off of me.

‘I'm sure they wouldn’t. Why should they? They
wouldn’t take it from her, would they, uncle ?’

‘Oh, wouldn’t they then,’ said Sally with triumph.
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‘ They tookt my own good shawl, miss, wot I come ’ere
in. Indeed they did. I'd ’ad that for over thirty years,
I ’ad, an’ wore it almost day and night. It mightm’t "a
been in its first heyday, as the saying is, but it were my
shawl, and a great deal too good fer to be tore up to polish
th}fse ‘ere floors with. What did they do that for then ?
Eh?’

Her voice rose to a shriller, harsher note : it began to
smack of a tavern brawl, and a street fight betwcen two
women.

¢ Urrr—" she said, ‘ them young drabs. They be up
to anything . . . young ’

Uncle William raised his hand with a calming gesture.
Clara was beginning to find it almost a contestibetween
herself and Sally’s sense of injury. The only way to get
Sally better was to overcome that element in her mind that
seemed to be almost consciously resisting. She would
attack it openly this time.

‘How do you find the food here 2’ she said. ‘ They do
you pretty well, I've heard.’

Sally sniffed.

¢ Well,” she said, ‘I suppose there ain’t no use grumbling
about the victuals—not that it’s much of ’em as I touches.
A cup of tea and a morsel of bread and butter. Them’s
me breakfast, and they can’t go fur wrong with that. But
the rest’s very middling. And you ’aves to take wot you
gets, if you can. Now I could savour a nice bit o’ rarbit—
like what my old Tummus knew how to fetch me. But
there, it ain’t no use wishing after yer fancies here. It’s
nothing but that thur meat. I can’t savour it some’ow—
nasty tough tasteless stuff.

‘ Now, now, Sally,” said Uncle William. *You really
must not say that, or think it. I've told you before we only
buy the best English meat.’

“Hmph ! Well, then you buys bad, sir. That’s arl X
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can say, or your cook don’t know how to cook proper.
Both, I wouldn’t doubt !’

‘There . .. she began again. Then she suddenly
relapsed into silence : drew back into herself with a jerk.
[t was as much as to say, * Well, I've a right to think my
own thoughts, even if it ain’t civil to speak them out like
that. None of you can’t rule me in my own thoughts,
anyway.’

Clara and her uncle were for the moment silenced too.
Eye glanced rapidly to eye again. Uncle William’s looked
downcast. But Clara, being young, and having a will of
her own, said, as she got up to go, with a cheerful voice :

¢ Come, Sally, don’t be so against everything. Everyone
here wants to help you. Ina week or two when you've got
used to things, you'll settle down and be ever so comfort-
able. You've only got to settle down.’

¢ Settle down !’ said Sally, ‘I ain’t goin’ to settle down
here. I ain’t going to be here long. I shall be out in a
week : you see.

Then she fell silent. She did not even look up at Clara.
Her face gave no sign : bchind the surface her old black
eyes burned with unspoken thoughts.

‘ Well, good-bye, Sally,” said Uncle William. ‘T'll be
in again to see you.

The patch of pale winter sunlight now creeping further
round touched Sally’s face and cut deep light and shade.
Out of a sunken and froward old woman its bold hand
carved them a statue of smouldering age. Sally watched
Clara intently as she buttoned up her coat.

‘Ah,’ she said, ‘now I mind you well, Miss Clara.
¢ Many’s the time I used to see you round when you was a
litde girl. You features your father, don’t you, more’n
your mother, and your uncle’s side ?’

There was a pause, while Sally’s mind pursued its own
thoughts.
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‘ Your dad,’ she said, ¢ was a2 man with a will of his own,
such as I likes fer to see. There weren’t no gainsaying
him. He wouldn’t be said by no one. No, not if it be
the Lard ’imself come down to do it.’

Sally chuckled to herself.

*You ain’t one to be said either,” she continued. ‘ You
ain’t one of them milk and warter young ladies, I knows
that.”  For the first time she became animated. ¢ You kecp
it up then,” she said. ‘ You keep it up. And if anyone
tries to put on you—you think o’ wot I tells you. Don’t
you never be rode on the curb.  I'warn’t,” she said excitedly.
‘I'warn'’t. . . )

Once again that harsher note came into her voice. Then
she stopped : shrank into herself again. And for all the
notice she took of their going, she might have been ignoring
them on purpose.

‘ Good-bye, Mrs. Briggs, good-bye,” said Clara, but
Sally’s silence cut her words off with a dead sound. They
left her as they found her.

They scarcely spoke till Clara was in the pony cart again,
and Uncle William wheeling his bicycle down the gravel
path beside her.

‘ You sec,” he said, ‘ one can’t do much good by talking.
She’s just determined, it seems. Determined to take it as
hard as she can.’

‘I hate to think of it,” said Clara. ‘Poor old Sally.
She’s like a wild animal, caged at last. I'd far sooner think
of her in her own cottage—even if she was ill. Why
couldn’t she just be left to herself?’

The rector shook his head.

‘ You can’t do it, my dear—you simply can’t. She’d got
beyond it. She couldn’t look after herself. She was get-
ting so—so dirty. I suppose that’s why they took that
shawl.’

‘ Well, what does it matter ? Let her get dirty.”
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‘ That’s what I'm sometimes tempted to say, too. But
then, when you see it for yourself—well, this and that:
you can’t let them go on. Besides, her own family wanted
us to take her here: and they want us to keep her here
too.

‘ But there’s not very much wrong with her, is there ?
She’'ll get better 2 She seems determined to be out in
a week.’

‘I'm afraid she’ll never come out. I've seen it before.
They just seem to lose spirit. They last a few months—a
year, perhaps.’

‘ Then they die 2’

He nodded.

‘It’s not being their own mistresses,” he said. ° After
they’ve had their own household since they were eighteen,
perhaps.  Not being able to make a cup of tea when they
want it, and little things like that”

They went on to the gate of the Institute.

Uncle William leancd across the saddle of his bicycle and
stared at the road.

‘For Sally, he said, ‘it’s worse than most. There’s
something hard inside her that she won’t let soften. She’s
been such an old wrong "un all her life—and that’s the truth.
Her husband was the worst poacher in the village. I think
she feels she’s got to fight us all.  She’s got to go on with
her own personality, so to speak—till the last gasp.’

Clara nodded. ‘Don’t you think there’s something she’s
really trying to conceal ?” she said.

‘ Perhaps,” said Uncle William. ‘I wish you'd pay her
regular visits now she’s here. I think you can talk to her.
Yesterday she was all huddled up to herself and wouldn’t
say a word. Perhaps if you'll help me, we might get her
over it much better.’

“ Of course I'll visit her,” said Clara.

However, during the next few days she was unusually
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busy. And it was not until late in the morning exactly
a wecek later that she was again able to pass the workhouse.
She met her uncle at the gate true to his usual time.

‘How’s Sally ?’ said Clara.

‘My dear,” said Uncle William, ‘I'm so glad I've met
you. I hardly know what to do. The most astonishing
thing has happened.’

‘ What 2’

‘ Sally’s disappeared—vanished. I've just been to pay
her and one or two of them a visit, and found Sally’s bed
empty. She’s just gone.’

What on earth do you mean ?’ said Clara. ‘How
could she have gonc ? She must be somewhere about the
building.’

‘Well, come on in and find her for us,” said Uncle
William. ‘TI'll tell you what’s happened. I strolled into
the small ward where she was—and her bed was empty.
I waited a bit, then found the Matron and asked her what
had happened. First of all the Matron said she’d soon find
her. Then one of the other old women said she believed
her bed had been empty the best part of the morning.
Then they all started chattering at once : you never heard
such a noise, like a lot of school children ; and the funny
thing was, not one of them could remember having scen
her go.  Her bed was near the door, you see, and she must
have slipped out, just at the right moment.’

‘You know,” said Clara, ‘she’s a cunning old thing.
And do you really mean to say she’s gone altogether 2’

‘ Well, they’ve been hunting the place up and down for
an hour or more, and she’s nowhere to be found. Yet
the doorkeeper’s been at the gate all morning, and
he feels certain he must have seen her if she’d gone
through.’

‘I don’t feel at all certain,’ said Clara, ‘ that anyone would
see her if she intended that they shouldn’t.
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Uncle William shook his head reflectively, and gazed
up and down the road.

‘I think perhaps you’re right,” he said at length.

*Good for Sally,” said Clara. ‘But what did she have
to wear ? Could she get at her clothes ?’

‘ No,’” said Uncle William, she couldn’t. All she had
was her flannel nightgown, the big white crochet shawl I
brought her last weck, and the grey and black outer blanket
they all of them have on their beds. That’s missing,
too.’

‘ Well, uncle,” said Clara, ‘ she’s got some spirit. I must
say I admire it.’

* Yes,” he said, * plenty of spirit—and yet in a way, what
a pity : how wasted it all seems : how misdirccted.  She is
so unruly—she’s such a Godless old woman.’

‘No good worrying about that just now,” said Clara.
* Oughtn’t we to go and find her?’

‘Yes: yes. So we ought: but where? I really feel
almost at a loss to know what to do.’

‘ She’s gone home, of course.’

‘I suppose she has. But what a notion to come into her
head. It’s five miles. It'll kill her in this cold weather.’

*You'd better come in the pony trap,’ said Clara. ‘ We
must catch her before she goes far.’

She set the pony off, and the trap jingled along at a smart
trot. The road led first of all down a winding hill, where
it traversed a small stream and a wooded valley : beyond
this it climbed again, then lay for two or three miles across
bare, high ground, where the walls were low, the trees
small, and there was no shelter from the wind.

Clara felt sure as they set off that she could catch Sally
up the long hill before she reached the open downs.

‘ Careful, careful, my dear,” said Uncle William, laying
his hand on her arm anxiously. But she shook it off; she
shouted to the pony, and gave him the whip. They rattled
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down the hill and raced over the bridge at the bottom at
a gallop, the trap swinging from side to side on its
axle.

Then for a quarter of an hour or more they walked slowly
up the steep hill the other side : but there was no sign of
Sally. Clara pictured her toiling up in her nightdress and
blanket : dropping exhausted on the bank from time to
time : yet always pushing on.

At the top of the hill the sheltering hedges and clumps of
trees died away : a keen wind began to chill them.

Clara was urging the pony into a trot, when she noticed
a stoncbreaker at work on a pile of stones at the side of the
road. She drew the trap up to him. His cyes were
shielded by dark glasses, and he went on steadily chipping
away, seeming to ignore them deliberately.

* Ask him,” said Clara.

Uncle William got out of the pony trap.

¢ Excuse me, my fricnd,” he said, * have you been up here
all morning 2’

‘ Since seven,’ said the man.

‘Have you seen anyone pass this way lately 2’

‘I might have,” said the stoncbreaker, ‘but I looks at
my work mostly.’

‘ Have you seen an old woman go by in the last hour or
so?’

‘' Well,” said the stonebreaker, ‘I beclieve there was an
old woman along this way : but I don’tlook at old women.
I looks at what I'm doing.’

‘I thought you might have noticed this one especially,’
said Uncle William. ‘ W¢'re friends of hers—and we're
most anxious to help her.’

The stonebreaker worked more intently than ever.
Uncle William turned to go away.

* Good morning,” he said. ‘I'm afraid you can’t have
seen the old lady we’re looking for.’



120 Collected Stories of

¢ Well, wait a mo’,” said the man. * You said you were
friends of hers.’

‘ Certainly we are,” put in Clara. ‘We want to help
her.’

The stonebreaker scrutinized her.

‘Well,” he said at length, ‘I ’ave scen her. There has
been someonc pass this way an hour or so ago, only she
said to me : ““ Don’t let any of them know as I've come this
way.

“That sounds like her,” said Clara. ‘ What was she
like? 'What had she got on?’

The stonebreaker chipped a few stones without answer-
ing : and as he did so, slowly began chuckling to himself.

¢ Well, since you asks, young leddy,” he said, ‘all I can
say is that she was the most ’eathenish sight I've seen for
years : funny old walking picce of gingerbread she was.
First of all she had bare legs and bed slippers on her feet :
and as for her gown, it was a flannel nightdress so far as
I could see : and over her head was a big white shawl, and
round her shoulders she had an old grey horse-blanket.
I suddenly looked up, and there she was.  She stood right
in front of me, with her nightgown blowing round her bare
legs and cnds of hair all over her face. I thought it was
some poor old mad thing got loose from the looneys. But
she spoke sensibly enough.’

¢ What did she say ?’ asked Uncle William.

¢ She said, “ Got a can of hot tea there, boy?”” So I
gave her some . . . piping hot it was, too—and she said it
did her good. Then I said, “ Where are you along then,
dressed up like that ?”* and she said, * I'm going home,’” and
begging your pardon sir she used a bad word and said she’d
be pleascd to get there. Then, she says, if any of them
comes after me, say you ain’t seen me, and she legged it
like one o’clock over the downs this way.’

‘How long ago ?’
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‘Two hours or more.’

‘Thank you,” said Clara. ‘Come on.’

They drove off as fast as they could.

They crossed the downs and the wind grew colder
against them. The sky was turning to iron blue, and from
time to time a few icy raindrops were dashed in their faces.
There was a menace of worse to come. The pony put his
cars back. The wind raced through the dry grass, and the
high ground was desolate and bitter.

‘ Fancy her coming all across here,” said Clara.

¢ She oughtn’t to have done it,” said Uncle William. ‘If
only she hasn’t dropped from exhaustion up here. How
could she have escaped like that?’

‘ Escaped ?  ‘That’s just the word she’d use herself, isn’t
it?’

They drove on in silence, peering anxiously ahead.

¢ She must be nearly eighty,” said Uncle William.

Then the road began to drop. They were suddenly
sheltered, and a few minutes later the trap was standing at
Sally’s gate. The place seemed very still and silent after
the wind on the heights.

‘ She must be here somewhere,” said Clara.

The cottage and garden looked just as she had seen it
a week before: tangled: damp : slatternly.

The door was open, and going in, they at once found
Sally in the parlour. She was half-sitting, half-lying on the
floor, with her back against the wall. ~She had managed to
light some wood and rubbish in the hearth, but it was only
smouldering, and cold smoke drified round the room : on
the fire was a kettle which had no chance of being heated.
Clara at once closed the door and busied herself at the fire.

Sally seemed unconscious as they came in : her chin was
sunk on her chest. The white shawl rose hood-like round
her head, and the grey blanket was slipping from her
shoulders. One withered leg stuck straight out in front
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of her, naked from the knee, with the red felt bedroom
slipper wet and muddy on her foot. The other leg was
crooked under her. And in her lap was gathered a strange
collection, round which her arms were circled.

There was an old wicker box from which were tumbling
pieces of ribbon, strings of beads, one or two coloured post
cards, an old ostrich feather, an elaborate antique silver
mug, much discoloured and tarnished, a leather collar that
had once belonged to a large dog. They saw that Sally
was nodding and smiling over this box of possessions. ~ She
had already taken out a large coral bracelet and put it on
her wrist.

In her lap, together with this box, was a saucepan out of
which water was spilling on to her clothes: and in this
saucepan a partly skinned rabbit. On the floor beside her
a black cat crouched, and occasionally stretched his paw and
touched the rabbit.

¢ Ah,” said Sally suddenly, without looking up or appear-
ing to have noticed them, ° I thart as you’d be coming after
me then. I suppose they was all set by the years when old
Sally walked out like that. You ain’t a-going to takc me
back, though, sir, so set your mind at rest about that. I'm
on me own ground here, and here I stops.’

¢ Let me help you up on to the sofa,” said Uncle William.
‘You can’t lie there on the floor.

‘ Ob, can’t I, Mr. Pedder ?’ said Sally. ‘I can sit where
I pleases to sit, now I'm in my own 'ome. And I can say
what I pleases. And when I likes fer to sit on the floor,
Isits on’im. You ain’t a-going to move an old woman by
main force, are you ?’

¢ Sally,” said Uncle William, ‘ you're going on like a
naughty child. T'm surprised at you. What you’ve done
has been very wrong—disgraceful !’

* There,’ said Sally, with relish, ‘ go it. It docs me good
to think I should live to hear the parson start naggywragging
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at me and telling me I'm disgraceful again. Disgraceful,
I carl it, the way you treat an old body in that mucky place
you sent me to, when I was too ill with brownkitis to put
up a fight. No wonder I come back.’

‘ Now, Sally,” said Uncle William, ‘ there’s no need to
talk like that. I don’t believe you really mean it.’

‘What do you think I mean, then?’ said Sally. ‘So
soon as I woke up this morning, I made up my mind I'd
had enough of it. I thart of a nice bit of rarbit for my
dinner-time : so along I come. No chance they’d give it
to me. And I hadn’t been in me own ’ouse quarter of an
hour when my old Tummus brings me as fat a rarbit as
you ever see. There’s a cat for you’

‘Didn’t you get ternbly cold and tired coming across
the downs ?”’ said Clara. ‘How do you feel now 2’

‘I don’t feel at all,” said Sally. ‘I am 't worrying. I'm
not sorry to set down now I'min: but I'm going to stew
this rarbit up when I gets the skin off him.’

She lay quite still as she spoke. Her eyes had sunk far
into her head. Her face was white as paper. The hair fell
over it in matted wisps. Her hands trembled and secmed
almost too weak to hold the thmgs she had in her lap.

‘Come along, Sally—do now,” said Uncle William.

‘ You ought to go to bed : or do let my nicce help you
drcss properly.’

‘I be arlright here,’ said Sally. ‘Here I stays. Nobody
can’t tell me where I've got to sit now. I told ye that
before.”

‘ But you'll catch cold if you stay there. I wondcr you
haven’t caught your death of cold already.’

‘ That’s my affair,’ said Sally. ‘I can catch cold if T want
to: and I can die if I want to : and there ain’t nobody as
can tell me the way I ought to do it: so you can let me
alone, Mr. Pedder, and I'll get on all rlght by myself. I
‘ave done for seventy-eight years now.
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‘Now, Sally, look here,” said Uncle William sternly,
“don’t be so stubborn. You're ill: you ought to be in
bed. Youknow we all want to look after you. I want to
get you better : and if you think I'm going to leave you
sitting there on the cold floor in your nightgown, you're
making a mistake. Now listen, Sally. If you don’t let
us put you to bed, I'll have you taken straight back to the
workhouse, where you can be properly nursed. Fancy
my having to talk so to a woman who’s a grandmother.’

Sally’s voice now took on a fighting note: and she
shouted up at them from the floor.

‘Fancy you talking like that to an old woman in her
own house. Ain’t I to have no say in what’s going to
happen to me ? This is my own cottage, as was left to
me by my ’usband’s uncle, old Caffy Briggs—d’'ye hear
that? And I tell yer I won’t be put on by no one, Mr.
Pedder : I won’t—I won’t. For Christ’s sake leave me
alone. I've got my private affairs, she went on more
calmly, ‘ as I don’t want other people poking into. You see
this old silver mug ?”  She made a motion towards it with
her hand. ‘That comes from Thrushwood House. It
got left over somehow from the other stuff. Then the
boys wouldn’t take it because its description was out. My
old Daniel brought that to me one day and told me never to
let anyone see it. Never. That was twenty years ago. 1
think ’e meant fer to pass it on later, when all the fuss had
died down a bit : but the next year he was in his grave.
Poor old chap. And there ain’t never a soul knowed as he
gave this to me. I've kept it safe : no one ever brought
that home to my Daniel, and they ain’t going to now.’

Sally paused, and with a feeble movement pushed the
cat away from the rabbit.

‘I'm telling you this,” she said,  because if I'm going to
be ill, I've got to tell someone, and I can repose my trust
in you. You won't pass it on, this young leddy won’t pass
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it on. When it comes to waltzing me off to that place
and my nephews and nieces coming mucking round my
’ouse . . . that’s what’s been vexing me all the time.
That’s what I ’ad to come back fur.

She shook her head.

‘ Poor old Daniel,’ she said. ‘ And now, Mr. Pedder, all
this talkin’ makes me tired. I ain’t used to it.’

Her voice grew weaker and sank to a throaty whisper.

‘I ’opes you and the young leddy will come in some
cther time,” she said. ‘ And now do let me ’ave a little
peace and quiet. Leave me have my house to mysclf.’
~ As she lay back against the wall her head rolled on her
shoulders. Gradually she slipped down to the floor : and
when Uncle William went to pick her up, she was dead.

He lifted the warm body very carefully and gently laid
it on the sofa. Then he closed the eycs. Then he picked
up the silver mug and put it in his pocket.

The cat snatched the rabbit as it fell, and began cracking
up the head with a loud greedy purring noise.



The Draught of Medicine

OWN in the Autumn woods men’s voices had been

shouting for an hour or more. Three of Farmer
Augur’s horses, Lucy, Brownie and Emperor, were hitched
to an entire elm-trunk. A hundred yards of marshy
ground separated them from the cart track, and every
wheel of the timber wagon had sunk in deep.

Lucy the leader plunged and threw her weight first to
one side then the other—furious at being held back. Her
rosewood quarters curved and flashed in the light. Even
Emperor, the largest and most stolid of blacks, was excited
by yells and whipcracks till he leapt in the shafts. His hind
hooves, heaving up a whole ton of strength, sliced and tore
up the earth. His mild eyes started till the whites showed.
Steam rolled off him at every point, and his breath spurted
six feet from his nostrils, like jets of smoke. The two
carters, Mark and Harry Shiffner, both young men, yelled
and yelled : and yard by yard the three horses tore their
wagon through the clay.

But all this was down in the woods. Up over the brow
of the hill, where the cottages of Edgerly stood grouped
round the church and The Grange, the morning was ve
quict. So quiet that those faint far-off cries that drifted up
now and again from the woods seemed hardly real. Save
for a few wisps of morning smoke from the chimneys there
was no sign of life.

In one of the cottages old Abel Shiffner, the father of
Mark and Harry lay in bed feeling very poorly. He could
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just catch those distant shouts. He was not quite sure
where or in what way he felt ill, but it was a bad thing to
be abed when he ought to be about carting or ploughing.
He looked at the medicine bottle by his bed and sighed.
He fclt a sense of grievance against this medicine. It
ought to have made him well, and it had failed. Poor weak
stuff, it must be.

Presently he was aware of low voices beneath his window.
It was his wife and old Gromm at the gate : he could not
hear what they were saying, but he felt sure they would be
talking about him.

This was so. Mrs. Shiffner, with an apron of sacking
round her waist, and her sleeves rolled up to the elbow, set
down her bucket, as Mr. Gromm hailed her.

‘ Marning, ma’am.’

¢ Marning, Mr. Gromm.’

“’Ow be, Abe, this marning ?’

‘Well, I hardly know what to say. ’E can’t seem to
make nothing of ’isself to-day—nothin’ at ’arl’

Mr. Gromm pondered for a moment.

‘How’s that then ? 7 he said.  “ He "aves the doctor don’t
he?’

‘Oh, yes. You know; that young Mr. Spender;
young Jimmy Spender, old Dr. Spender’s grandson.’

Mr. Gromm scratched his head with the stem of his pipe.

‘I've heered ’e’s very clever too ; like what ’is grandpa
was.

¢ Well, that’s as it may be,” said Mrs. Shiffner, but his
grandpa ain’t had time fer to learn him everything yet
awhile. Though, I'm sure a nicer spoken young gentleman
you couldn’t hope to meet : and tries hard too ¢ does jest.
Ilikes him very well meself. But you step up and see Abe ;
he lies abed up there in the front room. That won’t do
him no harm jest to see you, Mr. Gromm ; he’d take it

kind.’
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Gromm came in shaking his head gravely, and with a
good deal of noise clumped his way up the narrow
stairs.

‘’Ere, Abe,’ said Mrs. Shiffner, ‘ it’s Master Gromm come
to see you. Do you go along in now.’

Gromm walked in and studied the paticnt.

‘How be, Abe ?’ he said.

Abe opened onc cye.

‘ That you, George?’

‘Ah. How be, then?’

‘I be very middlin’, George. Very middlin’.’

‘ That'sbad. Doan’d the doctor do you no good then 2’

‘He med or medn’t,” said Abe, and a long silence
followed. Gromm nodded sympathetically.

¢ See that bottle of medicine 2’ Abc looked at it angrily.
¢ Well, this young man as comes to see me, he doan’t know
the way to mix up a draught of medicine. Look at it,
then. Smell it, man !’

Gromm took out the cork and gave a decp sniff. Then
he touched the bottle with his lips.

“ Aye,’ said Abe approvingly, ‘ you take a taste. Medi-
cine he may carl it, but a glass of lemonade "ud do you as
much good as that. Why, it’s got no taste to it !’

‘It have certainly got a weaky, sickly sort of flavour,’ said
Gromm. °‘You take it from me, Abe, that ought to be
changed. You have it changed. There won’t be no
offence in that, if you asks civil and natural. His old gran-
dad now, he knowed the way proper. Many’s the one as
I've ’eard say, they’d liefer have old Dr. Spender half sober
than any other doctor, whoever he might be.’

¢ Ah,” said Abe. ‘Old Dr. Spender knowed his work,
that he did, old man though he was. Many’s the poor
woman he’s delivered safe and sound, when she was well
nigh gone. In fact, George, the very moment as she could
hear his nag’s footsteps trotting up the street, she’d seem to
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rally, then: and to begin to try and take heart a bit.
Seems to me like as if some were more gifted for it than
others.’

¢ Yes,’ said Gromm, * or "tis more of a knack then to my
mind.’

Presently they heard a car come down the street and draw
up.

g Well, there ’e is, Abe,” said Gromm, ‘I'd better be
getting along. But you get that medicine changed. That
stuff won’t do you no good of.’

Gromm went out, and the young doctor came in followed
by Mrs. Abe, looking very respectful and carrying a basin
of warm water and a towel.

¢ Well, Abel,” he said cheerily, ‘ how are we this morn-
ing ? Much better, I hope.’

Abe shook his head dismally.

¢ Well, sir,” he said, ‘I doan rightly knew what to make
of myself this marning. I ain’t one thing nor another—
and that’s the truth.’

¢ Dear me,’ said young Spender, ‘ that sounds rather bad.
Let me have a look at you. Tongue——? Well that’s
about the same. Any pain?’

‘No,” said Abe. ‘I'm spared that.’

‘Is he taking his medicine all right, Mrs. Shiffner ?’

‘ Yes, sir,” she said, ‘ he do take it, sir, but that’s just the
main trouble, sir, to my way of thinking—

She paused awkwardly and looked at Abe for encourage-
ment, but he merely closed his eyes with an expression of
suffering, and left her unsupported.

‘Yes ?’ said the doctor, helpfully.

‘ Well, sir, Mrs. Shiffner went on, turning very red,
* what me and Dad feels is that your grandfather, sir, was
a rare good one for mixing up a draught of medicine. Not
as we mean no distespect to you, sir, for I'm sure you does

your best.’

8
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‘ That's all right,” said the doctor, ‘T'll ask my grand-
father just what he used to prescribe for Abel.’

Now that the ice had been successfully broken, Abe
opened his eyes again.

* Ah,” he said, ‘ young sir, that medicine your grandpa
used to mix up hisself, that was grand stuff. But it had to
be mixed with his own hands, as I often tell him. You ask
him if I didn’t. AsI said to Mr. Gromm just gone, there’s
few as could mix the proper ’gredients, as the saying is, like
your grandpa could. Some seems to have that gift.’

Jimmy Spender turned hastily from the bed and was
attacked by a violent fit of sneezing. When this was over
he looked unnaturally solemn.

‘I'm sorry my medicine has proved such poor stuff,” he
said. ‘ Send over about three this afternoon, and I'll have
some ready that will suit you better. How have you been
eating ?’

* Well, T have eaten,’ said Abe, sadly, ‘ but I carn’t say as
I eats well.’

‘Been sick at all?’

‘ Well, no, not exactly sick—but sickly like.”

‘Yes, yes. I understand to be sure. Well, you send
round at three o’clock. Good morning. No, don’t come
down, Mrs. Shiffner. Keep him quict for the rest of to-day,
and I'm sure the new medicine will do the rest.”

He drove off.

When he had gone, Abel sighed. His wife gazed at him
with silent sympathy, and he sighed again. He lay slightly
propped up in bed a tall thin figure, his chin thrown for-
ward on to his chest by the pillows so that he could sce
round the room. ,

He lay very calm. His was not the kind of illness that
led to restless turnings.

His face like his figure was thin, with fine straight features.
The cheek-bones were high ; the skin a clear brown and
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yellow, and wrinkled like paper that has been crumpled up
and smoothed out again. He was carefully clean-shaven
even though he was in bed.

His dark and deepset eyes looked as if they could never
be brought to bear on such a short range as the little upstairs
room with its yellow flowered wall-paper, or his wife
standing by the end of his bed. Abel’s eyes could pick out
in a casual passing glance half a dozen small birds and
animals, where most could only see a lifeless waste of
ploughed furrows and stones. They were eyes that were
good for noticing hawks in the sky, rabbits in the hedgerow
—or for counting sheep across the valley. They had a
steady look of distance, and were quite unsuited to closed
rooms, to print, or the quick lively glances of animated
coxéversatipn. His eyes were as calm and unmoving, as his
body.

‘ K/Iartha,’ he said, gazing as it seemed past her head and
through the wall beyond.

Mrs. Shiffner nodded.

¢ Those boys be down in the woods now—getting up that
big ellum ?’

‘Yes,” she said, ‘ both of ’em went.’

¢ Those might be their voices I hear,’ said Abel. ‘Do
you catch ’em. It might be shouts coming from the
distance.’

‘Now, Dad, don’t you worry nor fret. They’ll be all
right.’

Abel sighed again.

*You don’t think they can go wrong ?’ he said after a
pause. ‘They don’t want for to go putting too much
strain on my Emperor. That’s all I keep thinking of. He
looks so strong, but he’s not so young as he was. It’s that
place on his near hind leg. They’ve forgotten all about
that ; they were only lads when it happened, theyselves.

You can’t call ’em much more now,” he added.
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Mrs. Shiffner made disapproving noises with her mouth.

‘Now, Dad,’ she said, ‘ you don’t give them credit for
no sense at all.  And there you lay worrying and thinking :
that’s no way to get well. I'm surprised at you.’

Abel folded his hands together on the white crochet bed-
cover : apart from a few quiet movements with his hands,
outside the bed, he lay as still as a statue.

‘I was just thinking they’d better to saw that trunk up,
and make several journeys out of him,” he said.

Mrs. Shiffner began to bustle about the room, collecting
the towel and water that she had brought in for the doctor’s
visit.

‘I'm going off to get a little something nice for your
dinner,” she said. Something easy for your stomach.
Then there’ll be that new draught for you in the afternoon.’

Abel lay alone and pondered. He was suffering a great
deprivation. 'The truth was that Abel loved his work for
its own sake and hated to miss any of it even for a few
hours. Even after supper he used to stroll up to the farm-
yard in the dark, glancing round the hayricks perhaps, and
picking out single odd bits and ends to make the ricks
neater.

If he knew of a good bit of ploughing he would walk
out of his way to look at it : a dead straight well-turned
ridge, set by the coulter clean and neat upon its fellow
ridge, at exactly the right depth and angle, gave Abel a
feeling of perfect contentment. It was a thing to thank
God for. Abel had won dozens of prizes for his own
ploughing. They gave a regular worked out scale of
marks : six for the ridge, twelve for the general work ; six
for the finish of the open furrow : of the first six two for
tight packing, two for straightness : two for not breaking
up—and so on and so on.

Abel, the winner of contests, dressed in a bowler-hat,
his best dark suit and a bright yellow tie, had seen the
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judges’ scale of marks often enough and forgotten them
again. The right points came naturally to him, as a sense
of masses comes to a sculptor.

Meanwhile, young Spender went his rounds, and an
hour or two later was lunching with his grandfather.

Old Dr. Spender, who still enjoyed the best of health
and three good meals a day, was a man of commanding size
and florid complexion. He was given to side-whiskers and
rather loud tweed suits.

He helped himself to his second stiff whisky since the
beginning of the meal.

‘Have a whisky,” he said to Jimmy. ‘A little whisky
never did anyone any harm, that I ever heard of. I don’t
know why you young men don’t drink more of it.’

He took a mouthful and smacked his ltps.

‘T've been visiting Abel Shiffner this morning,” said his
grandson. ‘Can you remember what you used to dose
him with, when he had these little attacks of his? He
doesn’t think anything of my efforts. In fact he practically
said my line in drugs was the poorest he’'d ever scen.’

¢ Well,’ said the old man. ‘I expect I could find you an
old prescription of his. I'll look in the bureau. What did
you give him ?’

Jimmy told him.

‘ Yes, that’s all right of course. But what did you put
in to ginger it up, so to speak ?’

‘ Oh, just some peppermint to make it a bit palatable.’

‘ Peppermint, my dear lad ? That’s no good. I should
like to see Abe drinking peppermint’ He chuckled
richly. ‘Now look here; this is a prescription I gave
him last year. This contains what I call a few little
condiments.’

Jimmy took the prescription and looked atit. ¢ What !’
he said. “* Tinct. Ammon. Val.” How filthy ! What
on earth did you put that in for ?’
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The old doctor laughed, and returned to his whisky.

‘They like a bit of flavour. You believe me. Send
that out to the dispensary and let Abe have a bottle this
afternoon. That'll make him all right.’

He settled himself in his chair, and Jimmy carried the

prescription away.
A few minutes later Mrs. Shiffner called her daughter

Alice to her.

‘ Alice !’ she said, * Alice ! Carn’t you come quicker’n
that when I call you. I want you to take your bike, and
go get your father’s medicine from the doctor’s. It’s to
be ready at three.’

‘Why can’t Mark or Harry go? I only just come in
and I wants a set down.’

‘ Not so muth of what you wants, young woman, with
your poor dad lying ill abed. Besides, you know as well as
me that the boys is out at work. Now make haste, and get
a move on——

Alice drooped away.

 Then when you gets back maybe I'll help you cut out
that dress,’ Mrs. Shiffner called after her.

‘ Oh, all right,” said Alice, morc cheerfully.

When she rang at the doctor’s door it was answered by
the housemaid.

‘ Please can I have the medicine ?” said Alice.

‘Who for?’

‘1t’s for my dad, Mr. Shiffner of Edgerly, and will you
please see as it's made by old Dr. Spender ’isself ; it’s most
particular.’

‘What ?’ said the maid.

Alice repeated her instructions and the maid went inside,
considerably astonished.

Presently she returned with the bottle.

‘ Old Dr. Spender sends his compliments to yer pa,” she
said, ‘ and you're to tell him that he and Mr. James made it
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up between them. Where are you going to put it? In
your jacket pocket. Mind you get it home safely.’

At six o’clock that evening Mark and Harry Shiffner had
done their day’s work and had gone up to their father’s bed-
room to tell him how they had managed. Mr. Gromm had
also looked in again, bringing another friend with him.
Mrs. Shiffner and Alice were there as well.

Abel was sitting up in bed holding a glass of the new
medicine carefully and looking at it with respect. His
wifc stood by, ready to steady it, should his hand shake or
falter.

Abc looked round at the company.

‘ Thur now,” he said. ‘This here is what you might
truly name a draught of medicine. That other daddocky
stuff—huh ! Welf it might ’a’ suited some babby or weak
girl, and given them no great harm, but this as I got here is
differcent arltogether. I've had one dose of it, so I knows.
Now I be going to take another.’

Hc shook the medicine glass cautiously and watched the
viscous fluid clinging to its side.

‘Here, Abe,” said Gromm. ‘Let’s sce the bottle. I be
a pretty fair judge of draughts and that.

Mrs. Shiffner handed the bottle round. Everyone
sniffcd hard and Gromm pulled out the cork, took a small
sip and tasted it with loud lip-smacks.

‘Good,” he said. ‘That be the proper stuff, Abe.
That'll do you good, I'm sure; if so be you can
stomach it.’

‘ Stomach it 2’ said Abel. ‘O’ course I can stomach it.
Can’t 1, mother ?’

‘ That you can,” she said. ‘You've stomached a lot o’
draughts as strong as that. Now then, Alice, don’t be so
rash with that medicine bottle. There ain’t no call to go
drinkin’ of it arl away from dad like that.’

¢ Goodness, I ain’t a-drinking it,” said Alice. ‘ Catch me.
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Such muck I never did taste nor smell. Ugh! I'dlove to
see dad take it, though.’

Alice giggled, and both parents gave her a look of dis-
pleasure.

‘ There,” said Mrs. Shiffner in an apologetic undertone to
old Gromm. °‘The young and giddy is arl alike, and never
knows what’s good for ’em.’

‘Well, Dad,” said Alice, ‘ why don’t you swallow it
then, instead of looking at it like it was some toad or
something ?’

‘ Now, Alice,” said her mother, ‘ that’s enough of your
boldness. Your dad will take his draught when it pleases
him, and don’t want no help nor interposing of your
remarks. So now be’ave yourself.

Alice being silenced, Abel raised his glass to his lips, and
all eyes were fixed upon him. The moment had come ;
everyonc watched with close attention. But Abel took
the glass away from his mouth again and nodded.

‘ Now, there’s some folk,” he said, ‘as might make a
mort of trouble about taking a draught like this herc ; but
that ain’t me ; when I takes a dose of medicine, I takes him
and don’t sce no sense in boggling about with the stuff.
You know it’s going to do your innards a power of good
and so—

‘ That's right, Abe, that’s right,” said Gromm.

Once more Abel raised the glass and let his lips rest upon
the rim, and seecmed to reflect. Alice was wrought up
almost to hysteria, and another giggle burst from her.

‘He’s going to take it : he’s going to take it,” she whis-
pered loudly.

‘ Be quiet, child,” said her mother and Gromm together.

‘ Mother,” said Abel, ‘ you got that drop of water handy,
ain’t you ?’

‘Yes.

¢ And the handkerchief ?’



