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Chapter 1


A MEDICAL DIAGNOSIS





Detective-Inspector Charles Jenks pulled down the lid of his roll-top desk with a bang and locked it.


“Everybody would think me crazy,” he muttered to himself, “and this blasted rash is driving me crazy, so we’ll use it in the interests of the Force.”


He caressed his cheek tenderly, and winced. Not for a fortnight had he been able to shave in comfort.


“I’ll try it out in Harley Street, and then get Stumpy to check Dr. Blooming Larne’s diagnosis. One of ’em ought to be right, and if this isn’t soon cured I’ll have to resign the Force. Have to grow a beard and join the Navy.”


He grabbed up his bowler, jammed it on his head, and stormed out of his room and through the portals of Scotland Yard. On his way a constable in the outer office inquired respectfully when he would return, only to receive a reply to the effect that God only knew, and probably would not split.


“Blimey!” remarked Constable James. “Charlie’s up in the air about something all right. Must have been crossed in love.”


“That ain’t his trouble, my lad,” replied burly Sergeant Blunt. “It’s one of his blooming coincidences gone back on him.”


Shortly afterwards the subject of their conversation rang the bell of Number 223 Harley Street, and was soon in the consulting room of Doctor Larne. The doctor’s examination was fairly lengthy, and it was nearly an hour before his patient found himself in the street outside.


“Three guineas. A cushy way of earning money,” muttered the detective, as he walked smartly towards Queen Anne Street. “Still, I reckon I got my money’s worth. Not that his blame prescription’ll be much good, but I did get a good look at my mysterious Doctor Larne. For he is a bit of a mystery even if every one in the Force says I’m crazy to think so.”


“And this,” here he caressed his cheek once again, “according to him is just plain barber’s itch. Well, now to get Stumpy to check matters. Let’s see, what were Larne’s main points? Did I ever have eczema as a kid? Did any of my ancestors suffer from asthma? What the hell’s asthma got to do with itch? Do I shave myself? Had I let any one strange shave me recently? Ah, here we are. Hope Stumpy’s at home.”


The gentleman to whom he referred so irreverently was in reality that very eminent pathologist, Sir Humphrey Pinner, whose work in connection with the police had made him the terror of murderers and criminals of all sorts. He was a bustling, tubby little man, only just over five feet in height—hence his nickname of Stumpy. Fortunately he was at home that afternoon, but his greeting to the policeman showed that he imagined this visit to mean yet more toil in the murky depths of crime.


“Not more coincidences, Jenks?” he said, as he entered his study into which the policeman had been shown. “I can’t bear it. Man, look at the weather. It’s flaming June, and I’m off to Norway next week. To catch fish not human beings, Jenks. And goodness knows I’ve earned a holiday after that beastly business last month.”


“No, sir,” answered the detective stolidly, “this time it’s a personal matter.”


“Personal, Jenks? You don’t mean that you’re ill?”


“Not exactly, sir, but I’ve a cheek here which is worrying me. Can’t sleep at nights for thinking I’ve got small-pox or leprosy.”


The man’s voice sounded as though he were really worried. Sir Humphrey had detected that note of fear in the voices of not a few criminals during the last twenty years or so.


“My dear fellow,” he said, “you did quite right to come to me. Come along, we’ll go down into the laboratory, and set your mind at rest in a few minutes.”


The examination was almost identical with that given by Doctor Larne, both in word and deed. Had Jenks ever had eczema as a child? Did any one in his family suffer from asthma? Was it his habit to shave himself? Had he been shaved by a strange barber recently? Jenks answered no to the first two questions, and yes to the last pair, admitting that he had been shaved by a barber in a small Essex village a fortnight previously.


Presently Sir Humphrey switched off the light which had been shining on the detective’s cheek, and chuckled.


“Jenks, my friend, you’ve no need to worry. You’ll live to show an unblemished cheek to a lot of criminals yet before you pass out. What you’ve got is old-fashioned barber’s itch. I’ll give you something which will soon put that right, but next time you’re up in Essex you should certainly give yourself the pleasure of telling that barber just what you think of him and his dirty methods.”


He picked up a pad, and scribbled out a prescription.


“There, Jenks. That should do the trick in about a week. But tell me, have you been putting any stuff on that cheek before you came to me?”


“Only boracic ointment, sir, but I did think of getting this made up. I can’t read it myself. Is it any good, sir?”


He handed over Doctor Larne’s prescription from which he had carefully torn the signature and every identification mark.


Sir Humphrey read it, and frowned.


“Look here, Jenks. If this is a joke I don’t like it. Look it’s almost identical with mine. And there aren’t ten men in all England who would have used it. The man who gave you that knows his job. Who is he?”


“Never mind, sir, and, well, it isn’t a joke. Neither this rash worrying me, nor me bringing you that other prescription. It’s just that I wanted to try out something.”


“Humph! Another of your wonderful coincidences, I suppose? Well, it’s the first time I’ve known a policeman so keen on his work that he uses his personal ailments in the interests of the Force. Jenks, who is he?”


“Never mind, sir. May be he’s nothing more than a doctor who knows his job. But it’ll be time enough to give you his name when I have him in the dock. If I ever do.”


“I see. Well, if that cheek doesn’t soon show signs of getting better, come along here and show it to Marriott, my assistant. For next week, Jenks, I hope to be far away from policemen and all their works.”


The detective thanked the great man and took his leave, but as he stumped along the pavement he muttered, “Then he really is a doctor. Which means that I’m a fool. I wonder? Then why did Candy Thomas keep burbling, ‘Why did I miss the medicine bottle?’ when we caught him with the goods too drunk to know what he was saying?”


That same evening Mr. and Mrs. Frank Young dined at 223 Harley Street. Usually such an invitation meant a party of four with bridge to follow, but on this occasion there were no other guests. Over dessert Frank inquired whether they were to play three-handed cutthroat after dinner.


“No, Frank,” replied his host. “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof. With apologies to you, Peggy, I must admit that this dinner is intended to precede a business conference.”


“In which I am to share?” inquired Mrs. Young. “Or is it to be a men only?”


“On the contrary, Peggy, it will be a conference in which you shall most certainly share, for probably its result will affect you considerably. But all that is taboo until after dinner. Frank, pass your wife the brazils.”


“No thank you, Frank. Nothing more to eat for me.”


“Then will you bear with me a while, Peggy, for at this time of year I must confess to being somewhat of a pig for brazils.”


“Why at this time of year, sir? I thought Christmas was the season for them.”


“In the minds of the majority, Frank, yes. But in the minds of a discriminating minority, no, definitely no. And how often have I told you that majorities are always wrong. However, in this instance it is evident that you are on their side, so I will enlighten your darkness concerning this excellent type of nut.”


He cracked one carefully, ate it, took a sip of port, and continued.


“Contrary to popular opinion, Frank, brazils are best at this season. The new crop reaches here in the spring, and the earlier one can obtain them the better they taste. By Christmas much of the juiciness of youth has departed from them. But at my age it is unwise to give way too freely to one’s tastes, so, if you’ve finished, we’ll have our coffee in the study.”


When the parlourmaid had served them with coffee and had left the room, the doctor took up a position on the hearthrug with Peggy and Frank in arm-chairs on either side of the fireplace. He stirred his coffee, smiled at Peggy, and said, “Apart from business and possibly humanitarian reasons do either of you know just why I’ve been so happy to have you two working with me?”


His guests could furnish no opinion. The personality of their distinguished-looking host had always puzzled them. Frank thought of the night some five years before when he had first met the doctor. Of how, having spent his war gratuity, he, a one-time lieutenant in His Majesty’s forces, had failed to find that land fit for heroes to live in. Of his various degrading jobs. Of the birth and death of his baby, and of his wife’s illness, both of which had been the result of starvation. Of how he had sworn to get his own back on society somehow, of how the doctor had shown him the way to do this, and of how Peggy had willingly, even eagerly cooperated when the doctor’s skill and kindness had restored her to health. Well, they were both crooks now, and neither of them was regretting it. They had tried honesty, to obtain only poverty as a result. Crime, at any rate the sort of crime into which their host and saviour had led them, was very definitely a much better proposition.


A glance at his wife confirmed this view. He thought how charming she looked, the picture of a happy and rather lovely young woman. Well, that transformation was the result of one thing, and one thing only, an adequate supply of money. Moralists could talk until further orders, the only thing which really mattered in this life was money. He found himself remembering an old nursery proverb, “Money makes the mare go.” Not half, he thought. It made everything go, and life without it was hell, plain hell.


And in England the only way to get money was by crookery. At least that was the only way of getting it that he had discovered. He had fought for England, and he had tried working honestly for her, but both these ways of living were just bad jokes. In his view the former was preferable. War might mean discomfort and even death or disablement, but remaining honest during peace meant at best just keeping body and soul together, and at worst starvation and misery. And he and Peggy had experienced the worst. That was what hurt a man most—to watch the woman he loved starve and suffer.


But what, exactly, was the old doctor getting at? Surely he didn’t want to chuck up a business which had proved so profitable? And why couldn’t he get to the point a bit quicker? But there, he was usually a long-winded old dog. Talked like a parson or a leading article most of the time. Still, if Frank Young couldn’t put up with that, in fact with any amount of tiresome behaviour on the part of such a benefactor, he would be an ungrateful fathead. Besides, Doctor Larne meant money, and without money life just wouldn’t be worth while.


Peggy’s thoughts were very similar. She and her husband might be crooks, but it was not an unpleasant type of crookdom in which they laboured. Besides, in addition to being painful, honest poverty was dull, damnably dull. In her eyes dullness was the last straw. Anything was better than that. Yes, even crime. Crime was exciting, like racing or gambling. You never knew what was going to happen. Always you were playing for big stakes. Of course, if you lost, there was the unpleasant prospect of prison. But what of it? Prison life could not be as painful as honest poverty, and probably wouldn’t be any duller. Peggy was therefore content to be a crook.


But it was difficult for anybody, even for her, she thought, to think of the doctor as a crook. He had earned his various degrees by merit, and was and looked every inch a Harley Street consultant. In addition, Peggy decided, he was the kindest man she had ever met, definitely a pedantic old pet.


“When you two have quite finished musing over my pedigree,” the doctor chuckled, “I will answer my own question. Just why have I made you two my chief lieutenants? Simply because you remind me very vividly of the two dear ones that I’ve lost. You, Peggy, as you sit there in that charming frock—by the way just what is the material?”


Peggy told him.


“Ah! Taffeta. Its puffiness enhances your slim beauty, my dear. Well, you might be my wife come back to me. She was walking home alone rather late one evening through Bond Street—a silly thing to do, granted, but I had been delayed on a case, and she disliked hansoms. Well, some man stopped her, and a fat-headed policeman ran her in for soliciting. They shut her up with a crowd of low women, and it was some hours before I got to hear of it, and went to fetch her home. Of course, the police apologized, and nothing came out, but she caught diphtheria from one of her foul companions that night, and died. And I’ve never forgiven the police. Instead I’ve made fools of them ever since.”


“And you, Frank,” he went on, “might be my own son Frank. He was killed at La Bassée, and so until I met you two I was very lonely.”


He finished his coffee, and turned to put the cup and saucer on the mantelpiece. Peggy and Frank remained silent.


“Well, that’s enough ancient history. We’ll get to business. First, do either of you regret the life you’re living? If you do, say so, and I’ll arrange for you to be able to get along quite comfortably with no fears of the man in blue. And I shall not blame you, nor shall I expect to lose two good friends.”


Peggy and Frank each assured him that they were quite happy under his leadership, and asked just why he had suggested anything different for them.


“Because, my children, the time has come, not only to talk of many things, but also to make a radical change in our methods. I discovered to-day that the medicine bottle is no longer safe. We need a new road for our goods, and so I’ve decided to send them down the furrow instead. Consequently, my dear Frank, you must now take a farm.”


“Me take a farm,” said Frank in great surprise. “What on earth for?”


“For various reasons, the chief being that I had three patients to-day.”


At this Peggy started.


“Yes, my dear, you were one of them, and you informed me that Frank knows the reason. In short, Frank, I would remind you that young babies should be brought up in the country. A farm, therefore, will be the ideal setting for your son and heir.”


“But I thought only you and I knew that a baby was coming along, Peggy,” said Frank.


“Which was true until this morning, darling. But I just came round here to be assured that everything was O.K.”


“Which it is, Frank. I will stake my professional reputation that you have no cause for worry. But I repeat that babies should be born in the country and not in town.”


“That’s as may be,” muttered Frank, who felt that the whole conversation was beyond him. “But what about your other two patients? Who were they?”


“One was that delightful character, Coincidence Charles, or, to give him his official title, Detective-Inspector Charles Jenks.”


“Good heavens! Did he come to see you officially?” asked Frank anxiously.


“If by officially, Frank, you mean in my professional capacity, the answer is a definite yes. If you mean in his official capacity, I’m afraid that again the answer is yes. The poor fellow had a most painful and angry rash on his face, which, however, I was able to diagnose quite definitely as plain barber’s itch. Apparently my patient’s usual habit is to shave himself, but some time ago the exigencies of his calling forced him to submit to the ministrations of a small-town barber in Essex. The result of that indiscretion provided one reason for his visit to me this afternoon.”


“And the other, sir?”


“The other reason, Frank, was, I’m afraid, that in spite of all my care my name has somehow or other cropped up too frequently in the good Jenks’s cross-reference accounts of suspicious circumstances. Which is most unfortunate, for of all the policemen in the world the man I most fear is Coincidence Charles. But I see that neither of you know what I’m talking about, so I’d better explain. But first, if Peggy permits, let us get some cigars going.”


Peggy nodded her permission, took a cigarette herself, and sank down into the settee, while the doctor, after lighting his cigar, took her chair.


“Jenks,” he began, “is an extraordinary bird. No great education, but blessed with a wonderful memory for faces and names—rather like that chap, Datas, on the music-halls—plus a brain which revels in mathematics and statistics. Had he not become a policeman he could have made a fortune by solving crossword and other newspaper competitions.


“In addition, he believes in coincidences, or rather, I should say, disbelieves in them, at any rate when they happen too frequently. What I mean is this. Bill Smith, shall we say, is, to all outward appearances, an ordinary honest citizen, say a commercial traveller, by profession. His firm thinks well of him, and so do his wife, his children, and his neighbours. But supposing a small tradesman suffers a burglary, and it is discovered that Bill Smith called on him the previous day, just for luck Coincidence Charles jots the fact down. A week or two later, preceded by a call from Smith, a similar fate overtakes a second of his customers. Down goes the name Smith in Jenks’s files once again. Later on the business is repeated. This makes the third appearance of Bill Smith’s name in the records, or, if you like, two coincidences. So, after this Jenks finds time to keep half an eye on Smith’s habits. Should yet another similar entry be made in the records, Jenks details some one to keep special watch on Mr. Bill Smith’s every movement.


“You see the theory. One coincidence may be just a coincidence. Two coincidences are a trifle queer. Three are definitely suspicious. I can assure you both that during the last ten years the number of criminals who owe their capture to Jenks’s cross-reference system is considerable. The man is, shall we say, quite batty on this system of detection, and has proved it so successful that he is now in charge of one department at Scotland Yard which is devoted solely to it. Hence his nickname in the force of Coincidence Charles.”


“But how can you have come into his records, Doctor?” Peggy inquired. “You’ve never put a foot wrong since we’ve known you.”


“So I thought, my dear, until this afternoon. But why should Jenks come to me with his ailments? After all, the one in question hardly warranted a Harley Street opinion. No, I am convinced that Jenks used his itching cheek as an excuse to have a good look at the person whose name has somehow or other appeared just once too often in his files.”


“I can’t believe it,” said Frank. “Why either mine or Peggy’s would have been more likely to appear there than yours.”


“Yes and no, Frank. You see, while your name might appear there unnoticed, that of a Harley Street doctor would stand out, so to speak. Besides, nothing is too small for Jenks’s drag-net. You would be surprised at his standing at the Yard. Apart from ordinary crime, whenever the Secret Service people are at all puzzled about anybody in this country, they trot along to ask Jenks what he knows. And Jenks turns up the files often to produce almost miraculous results.”


“Still I don’t see how your name could have slipped into them,” argued Frank. “You’ve never been connected in the slightest degree with any of our jobs. Even though you’ve planned them to the smallest detail, from the actual operations you have kept strictly away.”


“So we may think, but, as I say, Jenks’s drag-net misses not the smallest fish. I’ve been carefully thinking backwards ever since he left, and there do seem to be a few chances of it. For instance, when Flash Harry got away with Lady Porlock’s pearls, although the police recognized his work and arrested him, they could prove nothing. Nor did they ever find out who transported those said pearls to France. But Doctor Larne was a guest at Lord Porlock’s country house, the site of the robbery, only a week before it took place. Quite enough for Jenks to put his name down in the records with those of the other guests, just in case.


“Again, a few days before Johnny Tate did that Welsh job, Doctor Larne was enjoying a fishing holiday at Corwen. As you so rightly say, I plan our work, but keep away from the operations. But to do so I have to inspect the ground, and that, no doubt, is how I must have attracted the attention of Coincidence Charles. Therefore, as I remarked at the beginning of this discussion, it is now necessary to make a radical change in our modus operandi. However, talking is dry work. Frank, get Peggy a drink—a gimlet, I expect, will be her choice—mix what you like for yourself, and a weak whisky and soda for me.”


When the drinks were mixed Doctor Larne gave them the toast of “Coincidence Charles”, drank it, and sat twirling his glass slowly round and round.


“To resume our discussion,” he began, “what change in our business will be the safest?”


But here Peggy broke in with, “One moment, Doctor, you haven’t told us about your third patient.”


“Nor have I, my dear. You see, he was comparatively unimportant. According to the terms of our unwritten agreement your valuable services to me entitle you to mine free when required. And Jenks paid up his three guineas like a gentleman. But my third patient never even offered to pay. He is, therefore, unimportant. You see, he was myself.”


“I hope there’s nothing seriously wrong, sir,” said Frank, while Peggy looked anxiously at the doctor.


“Just old age, Frank. What a man must expect when he’s wearing to seventy. A tired heart. One day it will cease its work, and I can imagine no better way to go out. One moment I shall be having fun with the police, and the next—well, very certainly no policeman will be able to have fun with me. A comforting thought, very.”


“But surely, sir, something can be done? I mean, before such a thing is likely to happen?”


“No, Frank, nothing can be done. I am, despite Coincidence Charles’s doubts, too good a doctor to buoy myself up with false hopes. Nothing can be done, and the date of my passing may be next year, in five years’ time, next month, or even to-morrow.”


“Then for goodness’ sake don’t worry about any further business, or about us,” pleaded Frank. “Thanks to your generosity Peggy and I are now fairly comfortably off. Or let me carry on the whole business for you, so that if anything goes wrong you cannot be drawn into it.”


“My dear Frank, do you really think that you could carry on the business of filling and emptying the medicine bottle with stolen goods? Much as I appreciate your many capabilities, I am forced to suggest that such a task would be beyond you. The setting would be wrong. I, who am a doctor of Harley Street rank, can use that to camouflage my activities as a crook. Our whole business has been built up on that sound foundation, which has been the secret of its success. You are not a doctor, and never will be, and therefore you cannot safely use the same camouflage as I.


“Moreover, Jenks’s visit shows that the medicine bottle is no longer safe. Small though the present leak in it may be, I am no longer willing to use it. But, as you both wish to carry on, and as I also wish to carry on safely fooling the police until I die, it will be necessary  to provide you with a genuine occupation as a safe camouflage for your other activities. Which is why I said just now that the time has come for you to take a farm.”


“But why a farm?” argued Frank. “I can see why you want to chuck up the old road, sir, but surely I should live here in town? Couldn’t Peggy and I take a shop? An antique shop would be ideal.”


“Your taking an antique shop, my dear Frank, would write your name in Jenks’s records the day you took it. Antique shops are always under suspicion. Besides, in spite of the love which you both have for old furniture, and Peggy’s charming taste, even if you dealt solely in genuine antiques you would be in reality fake antique dealers. And any fake is hopeless. The camouflage must be genuine or nothing.”


“Well, shouldn’t I be just as much a fake farmer?”


“I don’t think so, Frank. Let me recount some of your past history. You will be surprised, I expect, at the extent of my knowledge, but in extenuation I must plead that if the policeman keeps careful records, so also must the crook. And I looked up yours this afternoon. Now let me see, you were born on a farm. Your father and mother died when you were thirteen. There was very little money left when all the bills had been settled, and so you came to live with your aunt in London. I have a notion that she resented you as an imposition on family relationship. However, she did one good thing, she used the money left you to finish your education at a good school. Then you went as a junior clerk into the Leytonstone municipal offices, and thence as a private in the army to France. There you earned a commission, and came out of the army at the end of the war as a lieutenant in an artillery regiment. The cruelties of peace nearly broke you, since when you have laboured with me.”


“Goodness,” said Peggy. “That’s a lot more than I ever knew about you, Frank. Is it all true?”


“Every word, dear. I’m beginning to see just why the Doctor fears this fellow Jenks. Detailed accounts of one’s life are the very devil. But I still don’t see how any of that qualifies me to be an honest-to-God farmer, sir?”


“Don’t you? Well, first let me tell you that no man ever forgets a childhood in the country. Consequently you will transplant there at thirty years of age quite easily. Moreover, what more natural than for young Frankie Young to take a farm in his native Wilts the moment a slice of luck on the Stock Exchange makes him rich enough so to do?”


“There are also two more points in favour of such a course,” the doctor continued. “One is that no policeman, not even Coincidence Charles, would ever dream of suspecting an, as you so aptly put it, honest-to-God farmer. But that same honest-to-God farmer, and dealer mark you, will have a legitimate excuse for being anywhere at any time. Frank, you chump, don’t they export pedigree stock to America? Why, that last American job of ours had to hang fire for months until I could wangle a decent excuse to visit the States.”


“And the other point in favour, sir?” inquired Frank, who by now was beginning to appreciate the possibilities of the doctor’s suggestion.


The doctor chuckled.


“As American slang has it, my dear Frank, ‘You said it, big boy’. In other words, to quote the scriptures in contrast, ‘Thy speech bewrayeth thee’.”


“Why? I don’t get it, sir?”


“You wouldn’t, my son, but most people would. For instance, Peggy does.”


Frank turned to his wife, who nodded assent.


“You see,” triumphed the doctor. “Peggy, ah, gets it, ‘it’ in this instance being the faint flavour of Wessex dialect, of which neither a public school, your aunt, Leytonstone, nor the Great War could rob you. My dear boy, when you so charmingly address me as ‘Sir’, a courtesy which I have always appreciated tremendously, you articulate the word as ‘Zur’. The Wessex Z for S clings to you like a burr. A few years farming in Wilts and you will be substituting ‘thic’ for ‘that’, and saying ‘I ’low’ as to the manner born.


“But no more to-night, Frank. Peggy’s tired. Go home and sleep on my scheme, and to-morrow we’ll get the thing started. For I’ve corked and sealed the medicine bottle for good and all, and am anxious to see you plodding safely down the furrow instead.”


The doctor went himself to open the front door for his guests, and in answer to Frank’s final, “Good-night,sir,” he chuckled, “Remember, don’t forget that valuable Z.”

















Chapter 2


FROM MEDICINE BOTTLE TO FURROW





“The chief thing to keep in your mind, Frank,” argued Doctor Larne when the discussion of their new plans was continued next day, “is that this change will take time. What is it the agricultural writers all say? That farming is a slow business, the minimum time for any project to come to fruition being a full year.”


“Not in some cases, sir,” replied Frank. “You can sow barley in April and harvest it in August.”


“H’m! You seem to have ripened even more quickly,” chuckled the doctor. “From a would-be antique dealer to an agricultural expert in twelve short hours. But tell me, is that piece of information a relic of your rural childhood, or merely something which you have picked up recently from the papers?”


“I reckon it’s the former all right. You see, after our talk last night I’ve naturally been thinking about becoming a farmer, and I’ll admit to being very surprised at the detail which I can remember. But, apart from that, everybody knows that barley is sown in the spring.”


“Not everybody, my boy, but only those who have grown up in a rural atmosphere, and so breathed it in unconsciously. But the fact that you do know it in that fashion cheers me tremendously. You see, Frank, the success of my Harley Street camouflage has been largely due to the fact I have never had to remember that ostensibly I must appear as a doctor. I am a doctor, and therefore play the role unconsciously, without having to think about it.


“And you must learn to do the same as a farmer and dealer. You must become an—I like your last night’s adjective—an honest-to-God farmer and dealer. You must know the prices of pigs and sheep and cattle. Whether they rise or fall must matter to you, so much so that when they do the latter you will be automatically indignant. Indignant, not only at a malign fate or world economic conditions, but most of all at the ineptitude of politicians. You must become a member of that excellent, noisy, but, ah, somewhat inefficient organization, the National Farmers’ Union. You must attend its meetings, and speak your irate mind at them. Peggy must imitate you in the Women’s Institute. In short, you must both become part and parcel of your rural surroundings, useful cogs in that complicated mechanism of England’s countryside. You see, not having the advantages of your early training on a farm I have had to fall back on the agricultural novelist. Incidentally, when he eschews sex and sensuality and is content to tell a plain tale of farming work, that curious phenomenon is quite interesting, even to a layman such as I.”


“To do all that won’t be easy, sir. Peggy and I will be bound to make a lot of mistakes. By that same token our farming operations will most likely be rather unprofitable.”


“Which will be quite according to the best traditions, Frank. The fool of the family, the boy who fails for the army, medicine, the law, or even the Church, is supposed to make a first-class farmer because of his evident lack of brains. Besides, rural England to-day is littered—dear me, how agricultural my vocabulary is becoming—but I repeat, littered with urban angels who have rushed into the countryside where the cunning Hodge very sensibly fears to tread.”


“That may be, sir, but while the town beginner at farming is common enough, the town beginner at livestock dealing must be very rare. I reckon I shall be the first pioneer. Dealing, presumably, can only be learned by experience, or rather by paying for one’s education. And I have a notion that in reality it cannot be learned even in that expensive fashion, unless the pupil has a natural flair for it. Dealing isn’t exactly a calling or a profession, it’s a gift.”


“Which, if I’m not mistaken, Frank, is a gift with which you are blessed in good measure. Once again let me quote from some of my recent reading—a delightful tale concerning the aged principal of one of the earlier agricultural colleges. The good man was instructing his students in the points of the dairy cow most carefully. But when he came to the end of them he imparted a real gem of knowledge which, although it came from no recognized text-book, was in my opinion of more value than all the rest of his lecture—in fact, worth the whole of the fees which their fond parents had paid him. ‘When a farmer goes to market,’ he informed those young men, ‘although it is important that he should be a good judge of whatever stock he is buying or selling, it is infinitely more important that he should be a good judge of his fellow men.’ Which in my view, Frank, you are, a fortunate happening for which I claim, rather arrogantly perhaps, that your association with me should receive some credit.”


“And rightly, sir, but even so, while I might make a fair showing as a farmer after a twelve-month, I doubt if I could qualify as a dealer in that time. Why, the local fraternity would run rings round me.”


“No doubt. But no one is suggesting that your new camouflage is to be ready for use after a mere year of farming. On the contrary, Frank, in my view the earliest possible moment for the furrow to begin working as an efficient successor to the medicine bottle will be after you have been farming hard for three years, and stock dealing for perhaps one.”


“Three years! That will be hopeless, sir. Not worth doing. What would happen at this end meantime?”


“Simply that our career of crime, or rather that our efficient conveyer of stolen jewels and other goods will come to a full stop. Peggy and you will farm and raies a family, while I shall live a blameless and self-sacrificing life as a doctor.”


“But what’ll happen to our customers? They’ll go elsewhere for service, and by the time we’re ready to start operations again our connection will have vanished.”


“Hardly a true prophecy, Frank. Some of our customers will go elsewhere, I agree, but I think that they will find the change rather expensive. And not only in money. I have a notion that as a result one or two of our good customers will become guests of His Majesty. They will find the ordinary fence quite as expensive as the medicine bottle, but much less efficient. Moreover, the police will gain great kudos as a result, the faint suspicion of one of our Harley Street consultants will fade away, and everybody will be happy. From our point of view everything will be forgiven and forgotten. In fact, so much so that I think I shall probably subscribe to the Police Orphanage. Certainly to the Annual Sports of those excellent public servants, for somehow or other I must meet Coincidence Charles again, as I find him very good value.”


“And then?” queried Frank.


“Then? Why then, in the fullness of time, lo and behold, those inexplicable disappearances of stolen goods will once again bring lines to the foreheads of policemen of all ranks. The Home Secretary of the day will suggest to the Chief Commissioner that he is not amused at such a state of affairs. He, poor fellow, will pass the burden to his second in command, and from him there will be a general strafe downwards through the Force to the latest-joined constable on point duty. Coincidence Charles will be consulted, he will ponder long and earnestly over his acres of cross-references, but will find nothing therein to connect that charming old gentleman, Doctor Larne, with such a sordid business as fencing; while the idea of a bucolic farmer and dealer down in darkest Wilts doing anything worse than selling a lame horse or watering his milk will be absurd.”


“I must say it sounds all right, sir.”


“Only sounds, Frank? Man, it’s perfect. The more I think about it the more perfect it becomes. It will be the jest of the century. Through it I shall make bigger fools of the police than ever before. In fact the only flaw in this scheme in my eyes is that I may die before it comes to fruition. How disappointed I shall be in the next world if that happens.”


“And heaven forbid that it should, sir.”


“With which I heartily agree, my dear boy. But the sooner we begin, the sooner you will qualify to my exacting standards, and the less likely it will be. So let us get to work. You came from Wessex, to Wessex you shall return. Now then, how and when and where does one take a farm?”


“The how and the where depend largely upon finance, sir, but the when is going to be rather awkward. We’re now in June, and most farms change hands either at Lady Day, March the twenty-fifth, or at Michaelmas.”


“Then how is it awkward? It seems ideal. You shall be a Michaelmas goose.”


“But farms are usually rented on a yearly tenancy, and the people who’ll be taking farms this coming Michaelmas arranged to do so last winter, sir. Any farm still unlet so late in the day will most likely be a dud.”


“You then aspire no higher than to be a tenant farmer, Frank? Shame on you. You must be a yeoman of England, in other words an owner-occupier. Thus you will have absolute control over your holding, which will be necessary. For our purpose we do not want a landlord or his agent to have the right of entry. Besides, to farm your own land will raise your standing with the County, those somewhat inarticulate folk who spend most of their time either huntin’, shootin’, or fishin’.”


“Well, to buy a farm will make it easier to get going on the job next autumn. There are always farms, useful farms, for sale at any season of the year if one is willing to pay their owner’s valuation. Besides, farming’s in a bad way nowadays, and consequently land’s cheap. The repeal of the Corn Production Act has ruined hundreds of farmers during the last few years. You see they bought their farms dear on the strength of the continuance of that legislation, many of them with borrowed money. The recent drop in values has put a millstone round their necks.”


“Excellent, Frank, excellent. You are half-way to your farming degree already. Tell me, have you always yearned to farm, and studied the Farmer and Stockbreeder religiously every week? Have I been nourishing a ploughman in my bosom?”


Frank grinned.


“No,” he chuckled. “But I do occasionally hear from an ex-officer friend, who farms in the West Country. Name of Grayson, Bob Grayson. I served with him in France. A good chap. Met him by accident about a year ago. Fell slap into him one morning in Regent Street. We sort of fell on each other’s necks. Lunched together, during which he poured out his farming troubles in a stream. Since then I’ve had perhaps two letters from him and a Christmas card. Incidentally each time he does write he invites me to visit him, which I’ve promised to do when times permit.”


“Capital! Now where does the excellent Grayson feed his flocks and herds, for he is now cast to play the part of introducing you to farming society? Really, things are turning out much better than I could have hoped.”


“Near Salisbury, sir. At least, his address is Manor Farm, Nunstock, Salisbury.”


“Then you must take a holiday. Write immediately to your friend, telling him that at last you have garnered sufficient money in town to enable you to make the dream of your life come true. In short, that you would purchase a farm, and intend to live the rural life midst the scenes of your childhood. You must exhibit much sentiment for the land of your own country, plus a judicious flavouring of scorn for the lack of business acumen exhibited by those who farm it. You know the sort of thing. After some years of office work and contact with the sordid business world of London, you yearn to live a man’s life in the open air and to breathe the wind on the heath. ‘And surely’, you will say, ‘with my business capabilities I shall be able to make my farming pay? After all the average farmer is just a muddler.’”


“After which,” grinned Frank, “seeing that Bob Grayson is neither a fool nor a rogue but a damn good farmer and as straight as a line, he will tell me not to be a B.F., but to carry on in town where the going is so obviously good.”


“Capital! But supposing the fool still persists in his folly, what then? Will Gray son wash his hands of him, or will he try to temper the wind to the shorn lamb?”


“He’ll do the latter, and waste a hell of a lot of time on my behalf,” grunted Frank. “And that’s what’s worrying me about his scheme of yours, sir. You see——”


Suddenly a buzzer on the doctor’s desk interrupted Frank’s explanation.


“Wait a bit, Frank,” said the Doctor, as he picked up the telephone. “I’ve been expecting this call.”


“Yes?” he spoke into the instrument, and then listened for a few moments.


“Quite. I will be round in ten minutes.”


“Lady Milliter,” he explained to Frank. “She’ll hinder me half an hour at least. But don’t you go, Frank. I want to get this new scheme settled this morning. The sooner we get its mechanism assembled, the sooner it will begin manufacturing some useful products. So you light a pipe, and plot and plan in your mind until I return.”


Plot and plan, thought Frank, when he found himself alone in the doctor’s study. Was this plan worth while? To take a farm for the purposes of crookery seemed absurd. One engaged in crookery solely in order to get money, and town was the hiding place of that commodity. Anyway, there was very little of it to be found in the country.


Another thing, was he quite sure that he wanted to carry on with crookery? True, both Peggy and he had assured the doctor only about twelve hours before that they were willing to do so, but since then he had found himself wondering quite a lot whether the time had not come to make a clean break. Now that the doctor wanted to give up the old London organization, why not chuck the game completely? Thanks to crookery he now had a little money saved. Yes, at a pinch he reckoned he could scrape up nearly two thousand pounds. There must be a lot of men of his age who would consider such a sum to mean affluence. Anyway, there were thousands who could not lay hands on a tenth of it, so he ought to consider himself lucky.


Well then, why not get out when the going was good? Peggy was going to have a child, which meant not only added responsibilities but the loss of a most efficient and always cheerful companion. Peggy was always gay, and more so when engaged in something dangerous. She looked upon every job as a game, and seemed to revel in the risk. Yes, those jobs would be dull without her bubbling optimism at his elbow.


But supposing he did decide to go straight, what could he do with two thousand pounds? He had been trained to nothing worth while, neither profession nor trade, so that any business in which he sank his capital would be almost certain to fail. He might, of course, take a farm, not for the doctor’s reasons, but merely to farm it honestly for a living. It was queer, but farming was the only honest life which seemed worth while.


With his capital that would mean a small rented farm—a little farm well tilled. He laughed aloud, and decided that such a venture would mean that he would take slightly longer to lose his money.


“Farmin’s a slow business,” he quoted aloud. “Just mean that I’d be facin’ bankruptcy at forty instead of at thirty-five.”


He looked round the comfortable study, and noted the money which its comfort and appointments represented. That sort of carpet, those pictures, the chairs, the desk, the curtains, the decanter of sherry at his elbow—all these things meant money.


Suddenly his mind drew a picture of the room in which Peggy had nearly died. He saw the dingy window, the sagging bed, the threadbare carpet, and the shabby grime over all. That sort of poverty meant being unable to keep decently clean. He heard again the landlady’s cockney snarl as she demanded her rent as the only alternative to eviction. He remembered the feel of Peggy’s wasted frame, as he lifted her into a more comfortable position in the bed. He felt again the pangs of actual hunger and starvation. He heard again the well-fed tone of the ladies from whom in desperation he tried to beg, when all hope of getting any sort of work had failed.


No, he could not risk having to face that sort of thing again. A crook he had become, a crook he would remain. But for Doctor Larne, he and Peggy would have continued either to starve or to become recipients of public charity with all the shame that inevitably accompanied it. Therefore he would carry out the doctor’s suggestions, whatever they might be.


There was, however, one snag in this plan to take a farm. Crookery which seemed quite all right in London would seem very much all wrong in the country. Somehow it would fit neither the surroundings nor the people. Dodging London police was one thing; putting it over the rural bobby would be another. A shame to take the money. Hardly cricket.


At this point in his meditations the doctor returned.


“Sorry I’ve been so long, Frank, but the lady insisted. Now where were we? Ah, I remember. When we were interrupted you were saying that something in our new scheme was worrying you. Pour me a glass of sherry, and tell me what it is.”


“It’s doing our jobs in the country,” explained Frank, as he handed the doctor the glass of wine. “I don’t mind bamboozling townsfolk, but I don’t relish doing the same to countryfolk. Seems like treachery somehow. Countryfolk are decent. Bob Grayson and his friends will help me into farming, expecting no material return for so doing; and, seeing why I’m letting them do it, that knowledge will make me feel uncomfortable. It’ll be such a dirty business.”


“If you intended to use that help to harm your rural helpers, I should entirely agree, Frank. But you do not. On the contrary your farming life, althoughitwillc loak your dubious activities in other branches of society, in itself will be, must be, blameless. You must be a good neighbour, ready and eager to give a helping hand to every one, a little ray of sunshine in South Wilts. In fact, as a farmer you will be an undoubted asset to the district, and, like Caesar’s wife, above suspicion.”


“All right then, I’ll have a go at it, and write to Grayson at once. But on two conditions, sir?”


“H’m! This is the first time in our association, Frank, that you have mentioned conditions. Still, this is a great change in our methods, and it is therefore to be expected that it would change your attitude. So let me hear them.”


“Well, sir, the first is that whatever happens in the future, I’m not going to use my country neighbours for my other work in the slightest degree. To them I shall be what I appear, a farmer, and nothing else I do must run the risk of harming them in any way. Unless you agree to that, sir, you must count me out.”


“Even if such counting out meant not merely comparative poverty, but possibly the unwelcome attentions of the police, Frank?” said the doctor silkily.


“Even if it did both,” answered Frank sturdily. “Besides, the second can cut both ways. But my mind’s made up. Not for you, nor for anybody else, nor for a million would I consciously let down countryfolk. Damn it, sir, they’re too decent. And they’ve suffered from the cruelty of town just as I have. Since the war it has been the selfish greed of town which has ruined the countryside, which broke me, denied life to my child, and nearly murdered Peggy. Consequently, I’m only too willing to take a crack at so-called town civilization in any illegal fashion that seems likely to succeed. I hate town and all it stands for. If as a farmer I can obtain money from town and laugh at town police the while, I shall revel in doing so. But I draw the line at using countryfolk in the actual operations. And if you don’t like it, you can do just what you like.”


The doctor got up from his chair, walked across the hearthrug, and patted Frank on the shoulder.


“Good lad,” he said with a smile. “Good lad. I apologize. But I could not resist the temptation to test you out. And the result of that experiment pleases me tremendously. It tells me, not merely that you will make a good farmer and countryman, but also that my faith in you is justified. Now then, what’s this other condition?”


“That Shiner goes with me. I must have one man on the farm whom I can trust absolutely.”


“Ah yes, the good Bunce, your Shiner Bunce, one-time batman to Lieutenant Young, and by all accounts the finest scrounger in the regiment. Let me see, he knows already of our nefarious activities, and, in the capacity of chauffeur, has helped in them on several occasions. But for a completely new lay-out such as we intend will it be wise to ask his further co-operation? Would it be quite safe, Frank? I want no unnecessary risks.”


“Shiner won’t be the slightest risk, sir. Why, he’d cut off his right hand to help me. Moreover, he was originally a farm labourer, and on a farm he’ll be a tower of strength. In fact he’ll jump at the chance to live on a farm.”


“And I know where his devotion springs from,” remarked the doctor. “Not that you ever told me, Frank, but I wormed it out of Bunce a year and more ago. Greater love can no man show, etcetera, etcetera, to spare your blushes, Frank. Well, seeing that the good Shiner is a crabbed bachelor of forty-five, you can have your way. But a Mrs. Bunce would have been too much, Peggy must be the only woman in the business. So tell him all about it, Frank. Take him into your full confidence, and make him your foreman, bailiff, or whatever the rightful title of a rural second-in-command should be.”


“Right then, sir. Well, having discussed the ways, what about the means? Have you any ideas as to the size of the necessary farm, or of the amount of capital required?”


“Very few, Frank, but it must not be a small-holding. Rather, a farm large enough to carry a working-foreman and a kind of gentleman-farmer. I don’t want you slaving in the mire from dawn until dusk. That sort of life tends to atrophy the human brain. Ah! I have it. The other day, as I was filling out the proposal form for the insurance of my new Rolls, I chanced to look through some of the advertising matter which accompanied it. Amongst it I noticed that for personal accident insurance farmers are put into three classes. Gentleman farmers, working farmers, and farmers superintending and occasionally working. Admirable! You must purchase a farm large enough to bring you into the third category. You must be a superintending farmer who works occasionally. I have a notion that they are fairly numerous in rural districts.”


“Fifty years ago, yes, but not to-day, sir. But anyway, that means a minimum of four hundred acres down in Wilts. Which to-day will cost freehold anything from ten to twenty pounds per acre according to quality. Then I’ll need capital to stock it and farm it, say another ten pounds per acre. And, if I go dealing, a similar sum in addition. You see, farming’s a lot more expensive than most people imagine.”


“Pooh! At your highest figure, Frank, to purchase a five hundred acre farm, stock it adequately, and run a dealing business will only require twenty thousand pounds. A mere fleabite in comparison with the other business which it will enable us to do. Moreover, there is always the chance that you may make your farming pay. You know, I’m almost afraid you will achieve that miracle.”


“Why afraid, sir?”


“Because, Frank, it is becoming increasingly evident with every word you speak that up to date you’ve missed your vocation. You should have been a farmer all your life; and, if you should make your farming pay, I fear that the charms of such a halcyon existence may seduce you from the crooked paths of crime.”


“Not on your life, sir. Why the one drawback to your plan in the eyes of Peggy and myself is that the life we shall have to lead will be devilish dull. What on earth are we going to do with ourselves in the evenings? Remember, Peggy was one of Travani’s dancing mistresses when I married her. I can’t see her being happy in the country, certainly not as a pillar of the Women’s Institute. Help!”


“I wonder. Women are adaptable creatures. They will settle happily in any surroundings provided their man is happy in them. And especially when they have borne children. Still, in spite of the love which Peggy has for her husband, she spares a welcome trifle for myself, so I will gladly take the risk.”


“Well, I’m glad you know that Peggy backs you to the limit, sir. If you were a younger man I should be jealous. However, you can safeguard yourself against your fear by holding the purse-strings. The farm must be bought in your name, and you must lend me the necessary capital in a proper business way.”


“Not, to quote you, Frank, on your life, and for two cogent reasons. Firstly, to disperse any possible disappointment of yours at my apparent mistrust of your loyalty a few minutes ago. There must be honour among thieves. Secondly, for the success of the plan. To purchase the farm in my own name might be dangerous. How do we know that my account is closed in the ledger of Coincidence Charles? He might make a note of my purchase of a Wiltshire farm, just in case; and it might transpire that from this small acorn the tall oak of our ultimate undoing would grow.”


“But that means that you will be placing a matter of twenty thousand pounds in my hands without any string tied to it whatsoever. That if I liked I could sit tight on the farm and laugh at you.”


“Precisely, my dear boy. If you choose, you will be able to do just that. But I haven’t the slightest fear of such a happening. You are not cast in that mould. And by the way please get this quite clear in your mind—when I die, the farm and all that concerns it will be yours absolutely. You are not to consider, either that you owe even a moral liability to my estate, or that from a mistaken sense of loyalty to a dead man’s memory you must carry on his work. When I die, Frank, you can consider yourself an entirely free agent.”


“I see. But meantime you are to have no connection with this new venture?”


“In the beginning none whatsoever, and never in a business sense. But it occurs to me that there are chalk streams in Wiltshire. You might, I think, select a farm which boasts a half mile or so of water. Farmers, I understand, never fish, but doctors do. So next summer you will let your fishing to a Doctor Larne from Harley Street, which will be quite according to the usual custom on both sides.


“And now good-bye, Frank. I will make arrangements that the necessary money arrives in your hands, but from now until next summer I want no connection with either Peggy or yourself. You are not even to write to me. You are to buy a farm in Wilts, and farm it. Not until next March, when I notice an advertisement in the Wiltshire Morning News that a farmer named Frank Young wishes to let some fishing, shall I communicate with you. You will please explain to Peggy, and wish her good-bye on my behalf. So good-bye and good luck.”


“Good-bye, sir, and the same to you. By the way there’s no Wiltshire Morning News, you’ll want the Western Gazette.”









OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png






OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
i

FABER & FABRBER





OEBPS/9780571305957_cover_epub.jpg
the

in

rook

¥

=
z
7|
<
<

AC






