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‘What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason! how infinite in faculty! in form and moving, how express and admirable! in action, how like an angel! in apprehension, how like a god! the beauty of the world! the paragon of animals!’


Hamlet, Act II, Scene 2.      
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‘You don’t know,’ the new man said, who had a fawn coat slung on his arm. His teeth, stuck astraggle in his jaw, clicked on the glass. When his arm fell like a signal over the bar, the counter rapped, the beer jumped nearly to the rim. Then it slobbered back to its level. ‘You don’t know. I know. But you don’t know.’


‘And who are you?’ Jelliff said. He was a stout man, whose mouth burst in his face, an over-ripe tomato. ‘You to know?’


‘Aye, who’s ’e to know?’ the others muttered, sucking clays and cobs. One spat a bomb of dottle, which splayed the sawdust. He dragged his foot over the boards and smeared it out with his boot.


‘Sankey,’ the new man said, raising his glass again while they thought over his name. He sat on the high stool, his neck stretched to the glass and pulsing with beer.


They took the name in and spat it out to each other in turn, like feeding fish.


‘Sankey,’ Jelliff said. ‘That’s why you know; ’cos your name’s Sankey. Not by any chance the Judge himself?’


‘The Judge! The Judge!’ Sankey said.


‘No relation of the Judge?’ Jelliff said.


The new man swiped his lips with his hand. ‘There are other Sankeys.’


‘That’s why you know, is it?’ Jelliff said. ‘’Cos your name’s Sankey, and y’er no relation of the Judge.’


‘I know,’ said the new man. ‘I know, because I’ve travelled. I’ve been places you’ve never heard of; I’ve known people all the world over, and I’ve seen things happen you couldn’t believe, not in sleep even. What d’you do? Just stay swilling. Then what do you know? Seeing the world through the bottom of a glass. Old and mild, old and mild. What do you know but old and mild? It’s what you all are, old and mild.’


‘I was in France,’ Jelliff said, ‘during the war.’


‘Join the Army,’ Sankey said, ‘and see the world. Travel in the ranks with pocket-money from the King. What do they see? Rotten death and low-down places. I know. I was in France, too, during that war. But any fool can see low-down places. I’m telling you. That’s not life, that’s not fun.’


A man spoke from the corner by the partition, dirty fellow, builder’s foreman, lived No. 6 Grape Street, married, with five children. He hadn’t said a word; now he spoke out.


‘What’s fun?’ he said. ‘What d’you call fun?’


‘He knows,’ Sankey said. ‘Levy knows what fun is.’


The heads swung back to Sankey; the bent shoulders lurched in his direction. Their mouths were twisted; the teeth showed broken and yellow between lips.


Sankey leant back on his stool, holding himself up away from them with an elbow on counter.


‘Leevy?’ Clarrie said, wiping a mug with his cloth. ‘You heard the latest about him?’


‘No. ’Ve they let ’im off?’ Sankey said quickly.


‘I don’t know that; I mean the story they tell,’ he said, leaning across the counter, and spoke in a whisper this, ‘What did Edith say when Leevy knocked on her bedroom door?’


‘Aw, I’ve heard that,’ a fellow said, and spat.


‘Go on,’ Jelliff said, ‘we haven’t heard it.’


‘Go on,’ they said, craning forward. Some bent their ears to catch it.


‘Leevy things in the hall,’ Clarrie said and recoiled, polishing the mug sharply between thumb and forefinger.


They just roared, crumpled the air with cries from heaving lungs. And laughed and coughed till they wept.


Clarrie leaned forward.


‘Leave ye things in the hall,’ he said. Then he took another glass, dipped it in the steaming basin, sluiced it, shook it. He stood back laughing till he had to stop polishing to wipe the tears from his eyes.


They all laughed and drank up their glasses and had another one. It was getting on to closing time.


‘What’ll you have, Clarrie?’ Jelliff said.


‘Mine’s a mild,’ Clarrie said, setting the mug down and going to the pump.


‘That was a good one of yours,’ Jelliff said. ‘How does it go?’


‘Leevy things in the hall,’ Clarrie said, raising his glass. ‘All the best.’


‘Happy days,’ Jelliff said, and blew froth to the floor.


The new man hadn’t spoken while they were laughing; had just sat glum, watching.


Now he said, ‘Levy knows what’s fun.’


‘Well, tell us what’s fun, then,’ said the dirty builder. ‘You know. You’ve travelled.’


‘Power,’ the new man said, ‘power’s what’s fun. Some’ve got it in the arm, in the body. Carnera’s got it in the arm; I’ve got it in the arm. Feel my biceps.’


He bared and crooked his arm.


Jelliff felt his biceps.


‘Like whipcord,’ Sankey said. ‘Like iron bars. I can break chains with them. I bind them,’ and he crooked his arm, ‘and snap them. How old ’ld you think I was?’


‘Old as lying,’ Jelliff said.


‘Fifty,’ the foreman said.


‘Sixty-seven, I’m telling you. That’s what I am. Do I look sixty-seven?’


‘No, just ugly,’ a low voice said.


Sankey got up from his stool. He was a tall man, full of beer. ‘Who said that?’


They sat round beneath him looking from one to another.


‘Eighteen-sixty-five, Feb. fifteen, was the happy day. And it’s exercises. I’ve got me weak spots; who hasn’t? But I know them. How many of you know yours?’


‘Last orders, gentlemen, please.’


‘Some ’ve got it in the arms,’ he went on. ‘Some ’ve got it in the mind. Levy’d got it in the mind. Killed that man, he did. I know. I’ve travelled. Killed him with his mind. He’s a real man; alive, Levy is.’


‘What do you mean?’ The foreman, puzzled, came over to him. The others were talking and getting last-minute drinks.


A bell clattered. ‘Last orders.’


‘I mean,’ Sankey said, ‘just look at them. They’re not men; sheep, dungy sheep.’


‘Who ’re you calling dungy sheep?’ Jelliff said.


‘You,’ Sankey said. ‘God spew you. Levy could kill his man. But you’re just a sheep, sweetbreads.’


Jelliff couldn’t answer. He was getting his last glass before time. Then he said over shoulder, ‘God spew me, eh?’


‘Time, gentlemen, please. Time, please.’


‘“God spew you,” I said, from cellar to cess, where you belong.’


The bell clattered.


‘Is there going to be a fight?’ the foreman said.


‘You bet there is,’ the new man said.


Jack came up. He had the strength of a gorilla, and said, ‘Hurry along, please,’ jostling them.


Sankey was turned to the door by the press. The bell rang again. He looked round at Jelliff, who stooped to his drink like a dog.


‘Right, I’m going,’ he said, jerking his elbow into the foreman’s ribs. ‘I’m going, and don’t push.’
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They sat upon the high seats, their gloves and papers on the bar.


‘Well, here’s,’ the first said.


‘Bung ho!’ the second said.


‘You knew him, you say?’ the first said.


The second pushed back his bowler hat. ‘You know him too. We’ve played rugger against him. You remember him: that little man who played for that hospital side.’


‘Huh, little man, nippy, black-haired chap?’


‘Nippy, yes, sir. Out with the ball before you knew where you were. Millar, despite his wing-forward business always being offside, never got him.’


‘I remember him,’ the first said; ‘he tried blind side too much. When you knew that, you’d solved him.’


‘Aren’t you thinking of Bretzelbaum, the little man who played for the Old Paulines?’


‘Yes, I am,’ the first said. ‘Good fellow, met him in Sandy’s once; we were both awfully tight.’


‘No, Levy, or however he says it, had a great stunt of breaking away himself, and did it too. He was a slippery devil, and the way he started up his movements was a fair treat. Lovely pair of hands.’


‘My God, I wish it was winter. There’s nothing to play in summer.’


‘Have another,’ the second said. ‘I belong to the Y.M.C.A. because of the games. They’ve got a gym. and damn fine baths.’


‘They’re not a bad lot of coves, are they? Yes, I will.’


‘Good sports,’ the second said. ‘I said “bloody” in the baths there once, and nobody minded.’


‘Those are the sort of people I like, broad-minded.’


‘That’s the scheme, and the Y.W.C.A. is just across the way; so your girl friend can have a bathe too.’


‘O.K. baby,’ the first said. ‘And what do you think of Edith? A good-looking bird, eh?’


‘Do me for a night or two,’ the second said. ‘But I’m surprised at Levy: he was a quiet chap. But the quiet ones, you know. Well, bung ho!’


‘Here’s to the quiet ones,’ the second said, ‘with knobs on.’
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Mrs. Bailey took the linen from the zinc bath, piece by piece, in her old hands, softened with soapy water. Raising her arm, she held up the flapping clothes against her face in the wind and pegged them to the rope. A fence of worn slats, of which some were snapped at the half, divided this plot from the next. The sky here was strewn with pulled cloud, the breeze quick on the sheets. Mrs. Handley came with her wash—she had her own trouble: the old man drank, had been out of work since the new road was finished; the last baby died, she said of hunger; she said there were too many mouths to fill, but people said she overlaid it when she saw it would always be a cripple—came with her wash hand-wrung, into the next plot and took down the prop. Then she walked to the fence, resting, as she was tired, her weight from her arm on the barked stick.


Mrs. Bailey looked back away from the rope.


‘You’re lucky,’ Mrs. Handley said.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘Your old man’s dead. You’ve got the old age. What you wash is favour to folks; it’s your own comfort.’


‘I’ve washed for ’em these years; and why should I stop? I give it to you when it’s too much for me alone.’


‘I wash for me bare mouth’s bread,’ Mrs. Handley said. ‘D’you think you’d see me do it, if I needn’t to?’


Mrs. Bailey turned with a white shirt hanging down her body. ‘You’re young, girl, and strong,’ she said. ‘It’s barely five years since you came in white to that house of yours, a bride.’


‘Young! Five years! What older could I be, that have had four children since I came? Look at me torn arms, too.’


Mrs. Bailey dropped the shirt back with the rest and came to the fence.


‘Five years,’ she said. ‘You call that a long time? You seen this Levy in the paper?’


‘The man what poisoned another man? I’ve seen ’im.’


‘Yes. Five years! A long time! Well, I nursed ’im; that was after Bailey died. I nursed him when he was a baby, and his mother before him. That’s thirty years and more to set you thinking.’


‘You nursed him?’


‘When he was so small in his cradle till he was a big boy.’


‘What was he like then?’


‘A weakly thing. You’ve seen his picture in the papers as he left the court, but his face was covered with his hand.’


‘Yes, he was small and stooping as if falling forward,’ the other said.


‘I knew him better than his own mother and longer. Small and quiet he was always; no one knew what he was thinking. But not a minute’s trouble, and he would come behind me and throw his arms round my neck as I was sitting mending of an afternoon. I was telling the new lady at the vicarage. I was sitting mending in one of their chairs which was bought in at the sale, and I remembered him coming up so quiet I didn’t know he was there, and throwing his arms round my neck and kissing me.’


‘They lived here, didn’t they?’


‘She did before she went off to marry one of them Jews, and she came back after he died because of Father Hill. She’s buried behind the church there, but her stone’s cracked now and fallen. Really that chair I sat in to-day was the child’s by rights; Father Hill bought it in at the sale, and then he left it there. But it’s old now and only good enough for me.’


‘Was this Levy, who poisoned the other man, was he a queer kid?’


‘When old Levy died, that was his father, he lay groaning nights, and the doctor came and gave him things to make him sleep: you know, when they’re ill, they give them things to send them off and dull the pain. But he never went off quite, and I’d go in and sit with him, so that she could go and sleep. Always at the end he had to have her holding his hand or he began crying and moaning terrible, like he was a bull fallen in a ditch. He couldn’t see then; his eyes were swole up and he held my hand, thinking I was her, and cried, “Esther, Esther,” which was her name. Once he cried, “Lay down beside me on the bed now; I want to feel your body against me, please.” I’d heard him ask her and she wouldn’t. His face was all swole, and she couldn’t look at him; she couldn’t bear it. So I squeezed his hand tight, and he grew quiet.’


‘But the kid, was he queer?’ the young woman said.


‘Was he queer?’


‘Bert said you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between him and anyone else. He said murderers were just ordinary, like you and me. But I said, “No, they’re queer always. It’s written in their hands.”’


‘I’m telling you,’ Mrs. Bailey said, ‘if you’ll give me my time. He grew unnatural. The old man sort of recovered; he walked about, his head tied round in a cloth because it hurt his eyes to see, and his forehead was all scarred. And the boy, that’s him who’s in court this day, ran away from him and wouldn’t stand to be touched by his own father. They who had been so fond before. And as for her, she couldn’t even scarcely bear to undo the rag from his head, and had me in to dress him, him who had always been so independent. I reckon it was right in the end he should die, because they couldn’t seem to do with him.’


‘That’s not a thing to say, Mrs. Bailey,’ Mrs. Handley said. ‘There’s no one in this world so unwanted.’


‘That’s as may be. But when he passed away after six months of lingering,—I’m telling you I remembered it all as if it was yesterday as I was sitting in that there chair,—Miss Esther, that is, Mrs. Levy, she was dreadfully distressed; she carried on like a wild woman, and went to his grave,—every day at first,—with fresh blooms. The may was blowing when he died, and she went to the heath to fetch it. But Claude, the little one, wouldn’t go with her after the first once, not to his own father’s grave. I heard her ask him why he wouldn’t come, and say it wasn’t natural not to pay the dead their dues. But he just stood sulky and wouldn’t answer, didn’t give her back a word. Next time and ever after he hid when he knew she was coming for him.’


‘He wouldn’t go, not to his own father’s grave?’


‘Not to the churchyard where he was buried; not to the road even, which leads past the cemetery.’


‘That was queer.’


‘That was queer, but not the only queer thing I’m telling you. He was unnatural; she said he was unnatural. It kind of pained ’er he wouldn’t pay dues to his dead father which was laying in the earth under those may blooms from the heath. Red may she plucked first, and laid it on the fresh soil. I saw with my own eyes, because I held the basket and gave it to her sprig by sprig, which she pressed in the ground. Later they turfed it, yer know: cut turf and spread it over. Then she says red wasn’t very nice, not respectful enough, which was a sweet thought. As I sat in that chair sewing for the new lady, beautiful velvet curtains at fifteen and thruppence a yard, which makes me conjecture that she’s got money of her own, Mrs. Handley, I saw in me mind’s eye that little widow, her face so pale and drawn in her weeds, for she took his death sore, look up and say, “No, no, Susan. Red won’t do; it’s not respectful enough.” So she got white may after that, and later peonies. All white flowers and the purple sort.’


‘What was the other queer things he did?’


‘Here are we gossiping, happy enough in spite of our little troubles.’


‘Happy enough, I s’pose.’


‘Here we are in our little gardens, I say to meself, talking while he’s standing in the court on his trial for murder. Perhaps at this very moment the judge’s his black cap on. Can you picture ’im, the judge in ’is black cap?’


‘Bert said to me last night it might be one of us. It might as soon. It’s all chance in the end.’


‘Not might as soon be one of us. He was unnatural; there’s no denying it. He was queer, to say the least. I was telling you. He seemed sort of happy when his father died. He didn’t know what it meant for his mother, what a blow it was to her. It happened sudden. He never spoke to her about his father, and he didn’t answer when she told him to pray for him. Little Ruth, which was his sister, was so different, and clung to her mother’s skirts and cried with ’er. She was such a help; while Master Claude stood sulky and sullen and didn’t say a word, not a word of comfort to his poor mother, not an “I’m sorry, Mother, and I’ll try and be a help”: while little Miss Ruth was up and jolly with a “What can I do, Mother?” and “You must rest, Mother,” and her little questions that brought tears to me eyes: “Is Daddy in God’s bosom, Mother? Can he see us now?” I remember ’er answering simple and sweet, “Of course, dear, he can always see you, and he is blessing you now for being so good to your poor mother.” I saw the boy’s face puckered then like a dirty dishclout that’s stiff with the washing-up. The next morning I went out in the sideyard to chop some wood for the new fires; the kitchener was alight then. I was helping, as there were no maids. When I came back with me arms bundled with kindling-wood, I saw smoke come from the door of the kitchen out in the scullery, right out through the back door even. I set down the kindling-wood quick as lightning on a chair, and I ran, yes, I was young then, into th’ kitchen. What did I see?’


‘What did you see, Mrs. Bailey?’


‘You may well ask what I saw, Mrs. Handley. There was smoke belching from that kitchener like a chimney stack. I couldn’t see for the smoke at first. Then I saw in the grate a black thing smouldering half-burnt, which was her hat; a straw thing it was, and as I shook it to put it out, it sprung out all flames in me hand, and I had to douse it under the tap. Then I went back into the kitchen, choking with the fumes, and dug out the black stuff, which was smoking, with a little poker I had, sort of hooked at the end. It was stuffed right hard into the fire, and caught flame as I got it out bit by bit.’


‘What was it, Mrs. Bailey?’


‘That was her widow’s dress, you see, which he had taken before she woke up; taken from her own room from the chair at her feet, tiptoeing as she lay abed.’


‘He took it and burnt it?’


‘And he owned up, too, as bold as bold; he wouldn’t say why. Just kept saying he had. “Now punish me,” he kept saying.’


‘What did she do?’


‘She beat ’im a treat, and docked his pocket-money for a year—he had sixpence a week that time—to help pay for the dress. But it wasn’t that; it was the wilfulness of him pained her, with his father’s body not cold in the house four weeks agone.’


‘It was a mad thing,’ Mrs. Handley said, ‘mad and senseless for a lad to do.’


‘It was mad and queer to see how he stayed so quiet and stubborn, till we thought that women-folk weren’t the people to rule ’im, which was part why Mrs. Levy came back here to live, to give the child over to Father Hill. He was a real man to humble the stubborn.’


‘There, Mrs. Bailey. I told Bert this Levy was a queer one. Wasn’t I right?’


‘He was unnatural, Mrs. Handley, though I nursed him. As I told the new lady at the vicarage, I knew him better than his own mother.’


‘Do you think he did it? Is he guilty?’


‘Mrs. Handley, I say how should he be in court if he hadn’t done something wrong? that’s what I say.’
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‘The quad’s strung with bunting.’ Father Hill looked round from the window, hand raised, half-resting from the curtain, half-pushing it into the wall. ‘It might be a regatta.’


Father Beasley lifted his thin body from the toes and then let it rest again, the heels on the fire-curb. ‘Yes. The Head,’ he said. ‘He’s begun decorating the place on Commemoration Day.’


‘It’s all right if it keeps fine,’ the third priest said.


‘Umph!’ Beasley said, ‘and yet again, Umph!’


Two ex-chaplains, Hill and Bubb, Beasley the present chaplain of Rockley, men of God, gods among boys. Hill now in a dock parish north; Bubb home from India on leave after dysentery, resting from the great work he is doing among the Hindus.


Bubb moved across; he was staying in the school, and wore a black cassock, girt with a smooth leather belt, gusseting from the thighs about lithe shanks. The two stood in the window peering down where parents moved across grass, pointing tongues of colour waving over them. They walked with disconsolate ease and spoke in loud voices to show they were at home within the square of piled dormitories and common-rooms.


Beasley looked at the two. He had had to start again at the beginning: Bubb’s mysticism had been absurd for boys; Hill ruled God out with a rod of iron. Their rough heads topped broad lumpy shoulders.


Then Hill turned and walked back, swinging his leg in a semicircle.


‘Well,’ he said, ‘well. It’s strange on Commemoration Day.’


He wore an ill-fitting clerical suit. Bubb knew what he meant; he came over too, grinning, who didn’t want to.


As he said ‘Tragic,’ his mouth twitched.


Beasley walked over to the wireless and tried to get a station.


‘I said our friend would come to a bad end,’ Hill said, ‘but I never thought my words would be so shockingly fulfilled.’


‘Wasn’t normal,’ Bubb said.


Beasley stopped twisting knobs on his set, and said, ‘Can’t get anywhere this time of day, except Morse. Who’s that you’re speaking of?’


The two looked at each other. Father Hill swung a leg round, hand in pocket,—the leg bent like a wrought-iron figure’s,—and flicked an ash into a pot of drooping flowers. He was an ex-boxing blue at Cambridge; he was at Pembroke. ‘You’ve heard, of course. We were talking about Master Levy.’


‘Who’s he?’


‘An O.R. among other things, who is on trial for murder.’


‘Sounds rather unwholesome. I never read the papers.’


‘He was under me,’ Bubb said. His mouth twitched at the corners.


‘I had high hopes of Master Levy when I adopted him,’ Hill said. ‘But he was a weakling. Had no guts.’


‘The boys found that out,’ Bubb said. ‘They picked his weak spot and worried that. I did my best for him.’


‘You know they’re right,’ Hill said. ‘They’ve got an instinct for finding what’s unhealthy in another lad and stamping on it.’


‘I know,’ Beasley said. ‘The little beasts.’


‘No, not little beasts. It hurts, of course, but so does cauterising.’


‘You know, Beasley,’ Bubb interrupted, ‘because a thing hurts it doesn’t mean it’s bad. I see what Hill means: I’ve been in India, you see, and I’m a bit of a doctor. I’ve had to hurt people to cure them. The Indians are a wonderful people, of course, but they can’t stand pain from a doctor.’


‘We mustn’t grow soft,’ Hill said, lighting another cigarette from his stub.


‘I did my best with the boy, you know,’ Bubb went on. ‘He was a difficult case. But when I saw him leading Common astray I had to talk seriously to him. He was such a nice kid, Andrew Common.’


‘Common?’ Father Hill said, ‘I used to call him “Diddlums.”’


‘A nice kid,’ Bubb said.


‘Yes, “Diddlums” was what I called him. He was a beautiful hurdler. He’d ’ve got a boxing blue too, if he’d gone up. He really knew how to use his feet.’


‘It was a beastly business,’ Bubb said, ‘but I always believe in nipping things in the bud. Prevention is better than cure.’


‘I really took him because his mother asked me to on her deathbed. I’d been a father to them both after the real father died. Poor Esther Levy had no idea how to manage children.’


‘Were there two?’ Beasley said.


‘Yes, a girl as well, called Ruth. But the father’s people took her, and I don’t know what happened to her. Sank back into orthodox Judaism, I suppose.’


‘Do you believe he did it?’ Bubb said.


‘I’m afraid I do. I don’t like to say it, but he’s the type. It’s not big men that commit that sort of murder; it’s the little gutless men. And the motive, you can’t get away from it.’


‘The girl?’


‘Yes, Edith Mason, or whatever her name is. If Claude had been a religious man, and not a professed atheist, I couldn’t have prevented a suspicion. But as it is,’ and he waved his hand, making the argument silently conclusive, ‘you find with all these men who drift away from the Church that sex is at the bottom of it. They may have very high moral standards in other ways. But in that one respect they seem to lose all scruples. I’ve seen it time and again.’


‘That’s fair enough,’ Beasley said.


‘And poison; if I’d been asked how he would commit a murder, I should have said poison without hesitation. He’s half Jew and half Christian, with the scruples of neither. Just give the man the glass and watch him die before your eyes, then quietly clear out. That’s his way.’


‘But he didn’t clear out.’


‘The housekeeper came in a moment too soon.’


Beasley was looking out at the quad. ‘The Bishop of Mahawaubi has arrived,’ he said.


‘It was a great scheme to get Bobby Rudlands to preach,’ Hill said. ‘To think that he’s a bishop now. He was one of my best servers. He really looked beautiful in his red cassock; there’s no other word. Captain of ’Varsity Rugger, half blue for running, captain of Keble cricket. “Big-hearted Bobby” they called him in Flanders.’


‘Yet he was so small,’ Bubb said. ‘I remember him when he first came. He had bright, piercing eyes; very funny. It was only at the end he went wild.’


‘Oh, Claude,’ Hill said. ‘I thought you meant Bobby Rudlands.’


The bugles flared.


‘That means the procession in ten minutes’ time,’ Beasley said.


‘There was talk of incense,’ Hill said, ‘wasn’t there?’


‘He used to come to my room for a little talk regularly every Thursday,’ Bubb said. ‘And of course to confessional.’


‘Yes, but the Head wouldn’t do it,’ Beasley answered. ‘He said the parents wouldn’t stand for it.’


‘As though that mattered,’ Hill said.
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‘The other doctors in the hospital were nice to us, except old Bottle, of course; and he was different because, though he was a firebrand, everybody knew he had a heart of gold. The other doctors were always ready with their little joke—often even in the middle of a serious operation; they knew how to laugh. They treated us like the ladies we were, always well-spoken, yet never familiar. We worked hard in those days—such long hours standing; but I was young then. This happened long before my marriage. You see that picture on the piano; that’s me in my uniform. There’s a little shop in Brighton, the Western Road, where they take you cabinet ever so cheap the half-dozen. I was the prettiest girl in my ward by a long way. Which is saying no little, because Joyce was in my ward, who you met here last Whit-Monday and said was so nice looking. You didn’t ought to have said that, George; you made me feel quite jealous, really you did. But if you’d said it at the time I’m speaking of, I shouldn’t have felt jealous. I was the first girl always that they selected for the flag-day; and most times I took more than anyone else, because I made all the doctors give to me before I went out to my post. All except this Levy. He was junior house surgeon, so that we couldn’t help seeing a certain amount of each other. I never liked him. He was a Jew, but he wasn’t coarse like most of the Jews you meet are. When he came to the hospital first he didn’t have to shave; that’ll show you for a dark-haired man. His skin was as white as marble and soft as a woman’s. Don’t, George, please. What would my husband say if he came in to find us like this after all these years? He trusts you, George. The nurses called him “Angelface” and “Little Cherub,” because he was so soft and delicate looking. But I didn’t ever, because he didn’t smile, and his quiet way and stand-offishness gave me gooseflesh. He wasn’t jolly, wasn’t natural, the way I like folks. He was never rude, oh no, but just reserved, and not a spark of human nature in him, I thought. I suppose I was a noisy one: I’ve always believed in cheering them up. But when he came around, I couldn’t. He made me feel awkward and silly because of his superior look. He never said anything against me, mind you. I could have taken him up, if he had. He was just a wet rag on everything I did. Well, one evening, which I had off—I remember it was a Wednesday, because it was early-closing day in those parts, which annoyed me—I was walking down the steps of the hospital when Levy came down beside me, dressed, as he used, in a close-fitting black coat with a velvet collar. He had a thin body like a girl’s. I said to him, just for a lark, mind, “Where are you going, doctor?” He said, “I’m going to the cinema to see Intolerance.” “Oh, are you?” I said, “that’s funny, because I’m going there too.” Then, when he didn’t say anything, I said, “May I come with you?” He said, “Yes, certainly, if you wish, Miss Smith.” That was my name before I married, you know, but at the hospital they all called me “Janey.” “All the others call me ‘Janey,’” I said, “why don’t you?” “I thought ‘Miss Smith’ suited you very well,” he said, “but I will call you ‘Janey’ if it gives you any pleasure.” “I don’t believe you like me,” I said. “What has led you to think that?” he said. “You think I’m too loud,” I said, “and maybe you’re right. But you’ve got to keep the people around you amused. Really I’m quiet by nature, but I make myself jolly for their sakes.” “Why should you mind what I think of you?” he said. “I just like to be liked,” I said. “Oh,” he said, and we came to the cinema. He bought the tickets. “Oh,” I protested, “I didn’t mean that when I asked if I could come with you.” “It’s quite all right, Miss Smith,” he said. “Call me ‘Janey,’” I said. “What do they call you at home?” “I haven’t got a home,” he said; “my parents are dead.” “I’m sorry,” I said. That made me feel like a mother to him, though he was older than me. “You needn’t be,” he said, cross, and we went inside. It was ever so dark, and I caught hold his hand so’s not to be lost from him. D’you know, when he felt my hand in his he squeezed it so hard I nearly screamed. I never thought he had the strength in that little hand of his. No, George, you mustn’t be impatient. I must wait for the butcher to come before we do anything, because I’ve got to give him a message about to-morrow’s meat. I know it’s unsatisfactory, but if you can’t afford to get a room we can go to, like other couples, you must expect these little inconveniences. When we sat down, he said, “My name is Claude.” “What a nice name,” I said. He said, “I think it’s a dreadful name.” “There’s no pleasing you,” I said; “it’s very uncommon. I’ve never met a boy called Claude before.” “I’ve never met a girl named Smith before,” he said. “Lord,” I said, “you can’t have met many girls, then.” “I haven’t,” he said. Then the people in front said, “Sh,” so I put my hand on his knee to comfort him, because I really was sorry for him. We were sitting right at the back, with just the curtains behind us; but, there were people standing, who pushed them on one side to see the film. He didn’t seem to mind, but I wouldn’t let him kiss me till they were gone. He’d got no sense of decency. Now, there’s the butcher. You go upstairs to your room, George, and I won’t be a moment now.’


George rose languidly, stubbed out his cigarette and went upstairs.
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