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            FOR YOUR CONVENIENCE

         

         “NO, sir,” growled Mr. Mumble, Doyen of the Thélème Club; “no, sir, I have not  done with the Sanitary  World  and  Drainage  Observer.  And what the hell do you want with it, anyway?”

         “I beg your pardon, sir,” said the young new member, with the courtesy due to grey hairs that is so prominent in modern youth; “I beg your pardon, sir. But I have read all the periodicals on the Magazine Table, and a lousy lot they are. Seeing you so engrossed in the Sanitary  World  and  Drainage Observer,  I jumped to the conclusion that perhaps one paper in the club had something interesting in it, and when you laid it aside——”

         “It contains nothing interesting to the layman, young man. At least, so far as I can see. I had laid it aside only to prepare for another combing of its columns. I had hoped from its title that it might tell one some of the things a man often wants to know. But so far as my first examination goes, it does not.”

         “Such things as what, may one ask?”

         “Why, sir, from its title one would judge that it would tell one what to do if one were walking through Wigmore Street after three cups of tea—a predicament that presented itself to me yesterday afternoon. But it does not.”

         “I get you, sir,” said the young man amiably. “I get you. But to the habitual and observant peregrinator of the London streets, Wigmore Street presents little difficulty.”

         “I say it does, sir. A great deal. Wigmore Street—why, that street, under different names, stretches from Tottenham Court Road to Edgware Road. It begins as Goodge Street, continues as Mortimer Street, changes to Cavendish Place, then becomes Wigmore Street, and later Seymour Street. I have not paced it with surveying instruments, but I should judge it to be about a mile and a half in length. And in the whole stretch, not one place for a gentleman. Or even a man.”

         “Nevertheless, sir,” persisted the young man, “Wigmore Street presents little difficulty. The other sections, yes, but not the Wigmore Street section—when you know.”

         “And what should I have known?”

         “Why, sir, St. Christopher’s Place—that engaging little passage at the middle of the street, full of antique shops and second-hand bookshops. In a cul-de-sac at the end of that passage you would have found full service, with bright railings round it. And in a street on the right, just below Marylebone Lane and going towards Portman Square—in that street is a public yard provided with one of those zinc or iron enclosures painted a grateful green.”

         “Well, well, well. You seem remarkably informed on Wigmore Street.”

         “Not only on Wigmore Street, sir, but on many another. Indeed, I may say that I have made a study of this recondite matter. And necessarily, since my favourite drink is either Pilsner or Münchner.”

         “Pilsner or Münchner—ha! Fresh and flavoursome drinks, both of them. When I was younger I indulged in them myself, both here and in their native cities. But that was in days when the word renal conveyed nothing to me. What is your customary allowance of these wholesome beverages?”

         “Why, sir, I do not partake with the freedom of the German student. But at midday I usually manage to Knock Back half a doz——”

         “Knock Back?”

         “Ah, sir, you must pardon my careless use of the crude terminology of to-day. To Knock Back—to defeat, to demolish, to consume. Yes, at midday I usually manage to Knock Back half a dozen of the best, and in the evenings perhaps some nine or ten.”

         “Indeed. In that case your interest in the matter that led me to consult this journal is easily comprehended.”

         “Quite, sir. You see, while the authorities of London look after its people on the whole in the most admirable and thoughtful fashion, in this particular matter they are a little shy. All other services and amenities are easily found. Post - offices, police - stations, fire - stations, swimming - baths, taxi - ranks—these are obvious, or their situation may easily be located by the help of the Telephone Book. But, apart from the main streets, this other matter is left to individual and accidental discovery. I have now, however, acquired a knowledge not only of this matter, but of various ins-and-outs of London with which I frequently confound those who claim to know their city. I believe there is a school for taxi-drivers called the Knowledge of London School. I wonder whether its professors could name off-hand the situation of the nearest necessary station from this point or that?”

         “I should doubt it,” said Mr. Mumble. “The subject has not yet received the attention it deserves, and there is no general clearing-house for information upon it. Even local people I have found deficient in such necessary knowledge. Tell me, what would you do if caught in, say, Bayswater Road after—to adapt a Keats title—After Leaving Some Friends at a Late Hour … forgetfully?”

         “Why, sir, as a young man, I should make but a small matter of vaulting the rails of Kensington Gardens. But with elder men that performance would be out of the question. Bayswater Road … yes, you set me a problem there. The stretch from Marble Arch to Notting Hill Gate is certainly a barren stretch. But stay—just off Queen’s Road, if I remember, there is a mews, or garage, where an enclosure may be found.”

         “That is worth knowing. Portland Place is another awkward spot.”

         “Yes, indeed,” the young man assented. “Curious, isn’t it, that one of the worst-served districts in this matter should be the medical district? All round there—Portland Place, Devonshire Street, Queen Anne Street, Wimpole Street, Weymouth Street, Harley Street—where you would think there would be adequate provision for the body’s needs, there is indeed little. Though perhaps in those streets, full of practitioners and specialists dealing every day in kindred matters, one could knock at any door without giving offence by one’s request.

         “From Oxford Circus to the end of Portland Place is a stretch in which the stranger certainly would find himself in a dilemma. And, as I say, he would only increase it by searching any of the streets east or west. But at the end, if he continues round Park Crescent, he will come into Marylebone Road, where he may find a station at the junction of Great Portland Street and Euston Road.”

         “I shall make a note of that. Increasing age often takes me into that district.”

         “Kensington,” continued the young man, “is another difficult district. It is true that it has many public-houses, but, as a rule in London, those that have outside offices are ungenerous enough to close them when the house itself is closed. So that for many hours of the day they are but ignis fatui. And it has tube-stations, but nothing on the surface. One has to take a ticket and descend to the platform.”

         “Ah, yes, I have encountered that. Being once in some unease in Tottenham Court Road, I entered Goodge Street tube-station, and enquired of a porter. He told me they had once had such a place on the surface, but that it was closed—because it got abused. Often in wakeful hours I have pondered that remark, but it has never clarified itself.”

         “Why, sir, I think I perceive his meaning. You see, places of that kind which have no attendants afford excellent rendezvous to people who wish to meet out of doors and yet escape the eye of the Busy. Such people as street-bookmakers, who can there meet their clients and pass their slips. Or crooks who wish to exchange information out of earshot of their friends or the observation of the Dicks.”

         “The Busy? The Dicks?” said Mr. Mumble.

         “Why, yes—the police—detectives—plain-clothes men.”

         “Indeed? It seems to me, young man, that you know far too many things a gentleman should not know.”

         “That may be, sir. And it may be that if I go on talking I shall give you further evidence of my wide knowledge of things that matter. Though who is the arbiter on what should and should not be known, I cannot guess. I thought Lord Chesterfield died in the late eighteenth century.”

         “He did, sir. More’s the pity. But continue.”

         “Well, sir, I choose to ignore Lord Chesterfield and to take all knowledge to be my providence—as a far greater man than Lord Chesterfield did. And though some of that knowledge may, as you imply, be homespun, even a trifle shabby, you’ve no idea how often it has proved useful to me. As in the matter we are discussing. When, for instance, I have been at a loss in Dalston, in Streatham, in Clerkenwell, in Bermondsey—knowledge acquired on previous journeys has been a blessing.”

         “But how, young man, do you come to know these populous but unfrequented districts. What took you there?”

         “Why, sir, my first job, on leaving the Secondary School, was that of travelling in tap-washers for the old firm of——”

         “On leaving the what?”

         “On leaving the Secondary School.”

         “The Sec——The Secondary School? Secondary School? What the hell are you doing in the Thélème Club? Who let you in?”

         “Well, sir, I was duly proposed and seconded in the usual course; and I was elected by a majority—nay, by the unanimous voice—of the Committee.”

         “Good God in Heaven! What shall we hear next? Secondary School! And a member of the Thélème! Psfchtzz!”

         “Why, sir, you must know that times change. And customs with them.”

         “So it seems. They do indeed. Secondary School—chrrffpff! No wonder you are informed about these things and about such things as Busies. The Thélème, and the——”

         “Well, sir, the fact that my father had not sufficient money to send me to one of those schools which alone give one the right to call oneself an Englishman—surely that, sir, reflects rather on his business capacity than on my social or moral character. And reflects, too, on the stupidity of his great-great-grandfathers in not, like the ancestors of so many members of this club, founding a family fortune by playing pimp or money-lender to some prince. However, since my presence is distasteful …”

         “No, no,” said Mr. Mumble hurriedly. “I did not suggest that. By no means. Far from it. Do sit down. I find you, on the contrary, a personable and most knowledgeable young fellow, and far better mannered than most of the young members here. No, no—I should never have connected you with a Secondary School had you not told me.”

         “Whether that is a compliment I cannot determine, not knowing how you visualize the scholars of Secondary Schools. A certain inflection of voice, to say nothing of your exclamations——”

         “No matter, young man, no matter. I am sometimes inclined to be hasty. All I will say now is that, Secondary School or no Secondary School, I find that your talk, unlike that of most of the younger members here, is more than monosyllables. Is, indeed, at times, almost interesting.”

         “It has ever been my endeavour to make it so. Hence my researches after curious knowledge.”

         “Pray continue, then, pray continue. And perhaps you will join me in a seidel of your favourite beverage, and expunge in it my hasty remarks. Shall it be light or dark?”

         “Light, I think,” said the young man; “though in the end ’tis all one. Like the life of man, it presents us with a few moments of bliss, and then returns whence it came, to return once again from the moist earth as corn or grain or root, to repeat the process. Let it be Pilsner.”

         “Very well. I myself must be contented with a lithia water…. You were saying, I think …”

         “Ah, yes…. Permit me to Knock this Back. To you, sir. Here’s looking towards you, and another kind love, and may your closing years be of an argent serenity, with no regrets for delicious things you might have done and were restrained by conscience from doing…. Yes, as I was saying, on leaving the Secondary School I became traveller to the old, even aged, firm of Dogsbody and Doolittle, makers of tap-washers. As my duties took me into remote corners of London, and as I had already acquired my enduring taste for the brews of Bavaria and Czecho-Slovakia, it became necessary for me to acquaint myself with all opportunities for personal comfort. How often, in the early days, did I wander about a forlorn district, looking for the blessed word, when all the time (as, by accident, I would learn next day) I had been within ten yards of the desired but hidden haven.”

         “Most irritating‚” said Mr. Mumble. “The situation comes home to me. In certain Latin countries, of course, these things are better done. There, almost every few yards, or so it seems, has its zinc surround. And in one or two cities, church walls and even cathedral walls afford service. They have no timidity in this matter. In Brussels, before they show you the Hôtel de Ville and St. Gudule, they are most anxious that you should see a certain small public statue. But here, as you say, these things are occult—only to be lit upon by haphazard steps.”
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