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I. Pride





December 24th – Afternoon


At twenty minutes to four on Christmas Eve, I made my way through a circle of roisterers who danced and sang and pelted one another under the big dome of the Stock Exchange, to the public telephone-room, where I asked for the number of my most important client. This client was so important that he was worth all my other clients put together.


‘Is that Hampstead oh-nine-one? This is Mr Warren speaking. Will you tell Mr Quisberg that I am on the telephone?’


During the pause which followed, I put my jobbing-book in a convenient position, and gave a turn to my Eversharp.


‘Well?’


It was the well-known voice, as usual abrupt, nervous and excited.


‘There has been hardly any change since I last spoke to you. The price is, of course, tending to widen, as people don’t want to increase commitments before the holidays.’


‘Could you buy dem at forty shillings?’


His pronunciation of ‘th’ was not quite ‘d’, but nearer ‘d’ than ‘z’. 


‘No, I could sell them at forty and a penny halfpenny.’


‘If I pay over forty shillings, you charge me sixpence commission?’


‘Yes.’


‘Instead of de fourpence halfpenny dat I have always paid?’


‘That’s because you’ve never bought them at over forty shillings before.’


‘But you prefer I should buy dem over forty shillings?’


‘Of course we do,’ I said pertly. It was, I think, my pertness which enabled me to keep his business, for he was always running after different brokers and playing them off one against the other.


‘Driffield told me he could get dem at dirty-nine and nine.’


‘When?’


‘Just before lunch.’


‘So could I, then. Can Driffield do that now?’


‘No.’


Some little grunts told me that he was thinking. I held my pencil poised.


‘I want to buy ten dousand. What will you have to pay?’


‘I can’t possibly say offhand. It will probably be very difficult if not impossible to deal in such a number. I think I can promise you one thousand at forty and tenpence halfpenny.’


‘One dousand! I want ten. Buy me as many as you can den, up to forty and tenpence halfpenny. No, forty-one and dree. No, forty-two shillings, if you must give it. I want de shares. Run along now and deal, and ring me up.’


I repeated the order in my professional voice.


‘Buy up to ten thousand Harrington Cobalts up to forty-two shillings. Thank you so much.’


He gave a grunt and rang off.


My firm’s two dealers, whom I consulted hurriedly as to our best tactics, were all excitement. What a windfall, what a Christmas present! As I walked down Old Broad Street to the office I felt exhilarated. My firm was a small one, but we had already gained prestige as big dealers in Harringtons. I foresaw the day when the leading jobbers would tremble at my approach and say nervously to one another: ‘Look out, here come Heavens and Slicer. What are they up to now?’


Largely by good luck we were able to complete the transaction by about ten minutes past four, and I rang up Mr Quisberg again.


‘Good, good, very good,’ he said. ‘Now I want eight hundred for Dr Green.’


‘Dr Green?’ I asked, elated at the thought of a new client.


‘Dr Martin Green. I will be responsible for him. Get him eight hundred as cheap as you can, and send de contract note to me. No, you needn’t ring up again. I’m very busy. You’ll meet Dr Green at dinner to-night and can tell him what you’ve done. I shan’t be dere, I’m afraid. I have to be at de Carlton at seven-thirty to meet G——. Dis is, of course, confidential.’


My answering ‘Oh’ was full of admiration. G—— is a name of such magnitude in financial circles that I dare not even write it in full.


‘And buy yourself as many as you can,’ he said with a sudden kindness in his voice which made some amends for his many exasperating qualities.


I bought three hundred at forty-two and nine, and my partner, Jack Slicer, did the same.


‘Now we’re for it,’ he said, as we were having our tea. ‘What does old Q. know, do you suppose?’


‘What the shares are going to be taken over at, I imagine,’ I said guardedly.


It was no secret that the Universal Canadian Mining Corporation, of which G—— was president, was eager to buy the Harrington Cobalt Company, though there were very contradictory views of the purchase price.


‘In spite of that denial in the papers?’


‘Oh, that means nothing.’


‘Well,’ he said, ‘we should have had a pretty lean account without you. As it is, it must be a record.’


I glowed with pride – an ominous pride that went before a fall.




*





As soon as I had signed the contracts and the remaining letters and given the usual seasonal greetings to everyone in sight, I locked up my desk and went to my flat near Berkeley Square. I was to spend Christmas with my client and his wife – his wife, especially – and had little time in which to wash, change from my City serge into something cleaner, and pack. The Quisbergs, except when they were giving a formal party, dined at half past seven, and I had promised to arrive about a quarter to. It was actually about twenty minutes to seven when I left my flat in a taxi, and began the well-known drive along Mount Street, northward up Park Street, Gloucester Place, Wellington Street, Finchley Road, Fitzjohn’s Avenue to the summit of the Heath by the pond and flagstaff at the top of Heath Street, then down the West Heath Road to Lyon Avenue, in which the second house on the right, Beresford Lodge, was my destination.


I had met Mrs Quisberg about eleven months before, when dining with some of my grandest acquaintances. One’s social judgements of people – if one must make them – are largely based upon the medium of one’s introduction. But I think as soon as I saw Mrs Quisberg, I realised that she did not belong to the world in which we were both, for the moment, moving. There were about her an effusiveness and an eagerness to please which I could not associate with my other fellow-guests. We were partners at bridge. She played badly but with enthusiasm, and when I was lucky enough to make a redoubled little slam, she could hardly contain her joy.


‘I do hope you will come and see me sometime,’ she said, as we were beginning to say good-bye. ‘I’m sure you’re a rising junior at the Bar, aren’t you?’


‘No, I’m on the Stock Exchange.’


‘The Stock Exchange! My husband will love that. You must come and meet him. And you will have music in common, too. I heard you talking so learnedly about Wagner to Lady Geraldine Richings during dinner. I’m afraid I don’t know one note from another – quite a barbarian – but we can always play bridge, can’t we?’


She spoke with a slight Irish accent which gave point to her flattest remarks. She was good-looking in a mature way, and might have passed for forty-two or three. Her dress was elaborate, but gave an impression of slovenliness, as if she could not trouble to be really tidy even in the houses of the great. I caught a glimpse of a slightly soiled shoulder-strap which had won my sympathy by slipping from its niche of brocade. As she drove away in a splendid Rolls-Royce, I felt that she was one with whom one could take liberties and be forgiven. I resolved to accept the invitation when it came.


It was not long in coming and I paid my first of a long series of visits to Beresford Lodge on a dull Sunday in February. By the early summer I found myself going there more often than to any other house in London, and barely a week passed without a meeting between myself and one of the Quisberg family. There was nothing romantic, I hasten to say, in my friendship with Mrs Quisberg. She liked me, and even showed me a sentimental fondness, but so she did to everyone she liked. She was, as they say, a devoted wife and an indulgent mother.


Mr Quisberg was her third husband. There were five children, all by his two predecessors. The eldest son, Clarence James, was about twenty-four and did not live at home. I think he was Mrs Quisberg’s one disappointment. He had never taken kindly to her remarriages and had wayward and artistic tastes which perplexed the rest of the family. On leaving Cambridge he refused to go into any business, and began to paint. After many quarrels and reconciliations, he was given a small income by his stepfather, and established himself in a cottage in the old part of Hampstead. He had become greatly entangled with a coterie in Bloomsbury, and I had actually met him at a party in that district – where I myself had a somewhat doubtful footing – a few months before I met his mother. When, afterwards, he learnt that I was a friend of his parents, and a Stock Exchange friend at that, he took a dislike to me. It is my fate, in Bloomsbury, to be thought a Philistine, while in other circles I am regarded as a dilettante with too keen an aesthetic sense to be a responsible person.


The second child, a daughter named Amabel Thurston, was, like the remaining children, issue of Mrs Quisberg’s second marriage. She was just twenty, very pretty in a peroxide fashion, and formidably self-assured. She was engaged to, and very much in love with, a stalwart ex-tea-planter named Leonard Dixon, for whom I could not entertain any affection. I have often noticed that wherever I go, I seem destined to have as one of my associates a man who gives me a sense of awkwardness and physical inferiority. In the old days, my tormentor had been my cousin, Bob Carvel,* and when the catastrophe in which we were both involved put me on a different footing with him, his place was taken by an ex-naval half-commission man in my office. Hardly had I laid my successful plans for ridding myself of this thorn in the flesh, when I realised that as long as I went to the Quisbergs’ I was bound to see too much of the man Dixon, as I called him opprobriously. Mrs Quisberg had no very delicate perceptions and was too much inclined both to think the best of people and to accept them at their own valuations. She confessed to me, however, that her husband did not much care for the proposed marriage, and would have been glad to know a little more about his future stepson-in-law. Apparently both his parents were dead, and the only relative of whom he spoke was an aunt who lived near Gosport. I was not surprised at Mr Quisberg’s dissatisfaction; for the young man, in addition to those qualities which made him specially antipathetic to me, had traces of vulgarity in his nature such as my cousin Bob and the ex-naval man had never possessed. I should have said that Amabel’s passion for him was largely physical, had not their tastes seemed to coincide in everything.


I liked the third child, Sheila Thurston. She was nearly eighteen, less blonde and pretty than her sister perhaps, but, to my mind, of far pleasanter disposition. She had only lately left school, and was still wrapped up in the friends she had made there.


Next came two boys, Richard, aged fifteen, who was spending Christmas with his cousins in Switzerland, and Cyril, aged twelve, who was at home recovering from appendicitis. He had been operated on only a fortnight before and still had to keep to his room.


I remember hoping, as my taxi clambered painfully up the steep curve of Heath Street, that I should not find too boisterous a party. I felt rather tired with a long innings at the office, and singularly ill-provided with the puckish spirit which the season required. However, it was a pleasanter way of spending Christmas than staying at home, or going to an hotel. My mother and stepfather and unmarried sister had gone for three months to the South of France where my stepfather had been offered the chaplaincy of one of those English churches which flourish so amazingly among the baccarat players. I knew the Quisbergs well enough to be misanthropic if I found my vitality pitched in too low a key.




*





After the run down West Heath Road and an abrupt left turn into Lyon Avenue, my taxi passed through the iron gates of Beresford Lodge. It could not, however, set me down at the front door; for the circular drive was blocked by the Quisbergs’ Rolls-Royce which stood with the engine running and chauffeur in readiness. Harley, Mr Quisberg’s spectacled and freckled little secretary, was waiting by the chauffeur, and looking with such concentration at his watch that he hardly noticed my approach. I got out of my cab with my suitcase, paid the driver and told him to back into Lyon Avenue. As I went towards the house, I saw my host and another man pacing up and down the small front lawn in the light of the electric gate-lamps. They were talking so earnestly that I thought it better not to interrupt, and was about to ring the bell when Quisberg turned round and saw me.


‘Hello!’ he shouted, ‘I’m just off.’ Then, after an irresolute pause which was characteristic of him, he ran up to me and shook hands.


‘Dis,’ he said, pointing to his companion, ‘is Dr Green. Well, I shall hear your news to-morrow, I hope. Good night!’


At that he got into the car, followed by Harley, who carried an attaché case, but the car had barely begun to move when he rapped on the window and jumped out, calling, ‘Martin, anoder ding—’ The doctor, who had not yet shaken hands with me, took Quisberg’s arm and led him, rather quickly, I thought, out of earshot, to the end of the lawn. At that moment my hostess came to the door with the footman.


‘So there you are at last, Malcolm,’ she said. ‘Come in and leave those men. I don’t know what they’re up to, but something terrific seems to be in the wind. I expect you’re rather tired. Will you have a cocktail before you dress, or when you come down? Or shall I send it up to you? Oh, you must have one. Amabel’s had three already. I’m afraid I’ve had to give you the nastiest little room – the bogy-hole beside the drawing-room. You see, we’re crowded out. I hoped we should have got rid of nurse by now, but Dr McKenzie thinks she ought to stay another week, though Cyril’s getting on simply splendidly. You haven’t seen her yet, have you? She’s so pretty, mind you don’t make me jealous. Then Clarence is here, which is something of a surprise. He’s in a tiny attic right at the top, a box-room really. Lucky we’ve plenty of beds. And there’s Mrs Harley—’


‘Harley’s wife?’


She roared with laughter.


‘No, you goose! His mother. A nice little body. Must have been beautiful once. And there’s Dr Green, and Leonard, of course. Here you are.’


We had reached the first landing, and she opened a door on the left of the drawing-room and went before me into a room which looked smaller than it was owing to the height of the ceiling.


‘Well, I’ll leave you now. Let Edwins unpack for you. Here he comes with your bag. Half past seven, remember!’ And she bustled out.


She had done everything she could to make me comfortable. An ormolu chest had been turned into a dressing-table, and there was a compactum wardrobe against the opposite wall. I had indeed all I needed, a complete, if composite, bedroom suite. It irked me a little, however, to know that Dixon had been given a proper bedroom, while I had a makeshift one. No doubt, I thought naughtily, he and Amabel like their rooms adjoining! At all events, I was on the first floor and could thus easily slip away from the party when I wanted, provided always my room was not used as a dressing-room for charades.


My knowledge of the house was naturally restricted to its lower floors. The building was, as might be expected, most elaborate in construction and design. On the ground floor, after passing through a lobby, one reached an enormous hall, more ornately panelled than anything I have ever seen. The dining-room was on the right, or north-east side, and gave access to a moorish conservatory, known popularly as ‘the Aviary’, though happily no birds were kept there. The hall extended so far to the north-west that the room opening out of it in that direction was absurdly narrow from door to windows, though it stretched nearly the whole breadth of the house. It was known as the ‘terrace room’, and had four French windows all leading on to a broad covered terrace from which one went by a poor imitation of a Louis Quinze staircase into the garden – the real garden; for the strip of lawn on which Quisberg and the doctor had been walking was as nothing compared with the vast area behind the house. On the left, or south-west side of the hall, was a passage which led to a big cloak-room and lavatory on the garden side, and a green baize door on the road side, through which only the staff had the privilege of going. On the same side as the green baize door, but before one reached it, was the door of my host’s study – a narrow room facing the road. There was also a door from this room leading directly into the hall, but it was kept locked, and was concealed on the inside by a bookcase. The main servants’ quarters were in an airy basement which ran the whole width of the house on the road side. The staircase giving access to it was to be found somewhere beyond the green baize door, which meant that to go from dining-room to kitchen one had to cross the width of the house twice. All food, however, was conveyed straight to the dining-room by a service lift. The ground, as in many Hampstead gardens, sloped steeply – in this instance away from the road. Thus it was that the terrace was fully twelve feet high and the path below it was below the level of the basement floor. The basement rooms, however, had no windows on the garden side.


The first floor was occupied almost entirely by the drawing-room – a room for which I can find no adequate superlative. Its area was that of the dining-room, a good piece of the hall and the terrace room, the dining-room part making a monstrous L with the rest. Its windows on the north-east side faced to the glass roof of ‘the Aviary’, and those on the north-west faced the garden, though there was a broad balcony with a spiky railing which formed the roof of the terrace below. My own room was really a little slice of the drawing-room, cut off no doubt to satisfy the caprice of some former owner, and had access to the same balcony as the drawing-room. I wished that, as in hotels, there had been an iron railing separating mine from the communal territory, so that I might enjoy the afternoon sun on it, if there was to be any. On the same landing there were three rooms looking over the road, one of them Sheila’s bedroom, another the bedroom of Mrs Quisberg’s maid, and the third the bedroom of Harley, Mr Quisberg’s secretary. All I knew of the south-west side of the landing was that the wall contained another green baize door, hidden as a rule by a huge lacquer screen.


The bathroom – that is to say, the bathroom which I used – was half-way up the next flight of stairs.


Mrs Quisberg’s enormous bedroom, into which I had been once when she had a cold, was on the second floor, on the north-east side, so that she should get the morning sun. On the same floor there must have been at least five other rooms, Mr Quisberg’s, Amabel’s and a spare room, all probably over the garden front of the drawing-room, and two more spare rooms on the road side, not to mention bathrooms and domestic offices.


The third floor was devoted to the night and day nurseries, servants’ rooms, box-rooms and the ‘attic’ allotted to Clarence.


The less I say about the furnishing and ‘appointments’ of the house, the better, perhaps. Both Bloomsbury and Belgravia would (for different reasons) have described them as appalling. A few pieces of furniture were beautiful. All of them were expensive, but the general effect was deplorable. Somehow everything about the house was a little wrong. Despite the size of the rooms, they seemed too full. The electric light fittings, specially made in Paris, I was told, did not harmonise with the carving on the walls and doors. The colour schemes were at once nondescript and crude. In the drawing-room, for example, some exquisite Samarkand rugs were killed by the brocade curtains, which, as Amabel jauntily let out, cost one and fourpence an inch. The dining-room was the least unsuccessful room in the house; for there Mrs Quisberg’s taste, which really ran to a nineteenth-century splendour, could gratify itself unabashed. It was when she tried to copy the neo-Georgian interiors of her Mayfair friends that she failed most dismally.


While I changed for dinner, my thoughts were chiefly occupied with Harrington Cobalts. At one moment I wished that I had plunged really heavily, at the next I feared I had been foolish in buying as many as I did. When the gong sounded, I was beginning to wonder what my bank would have to say if things went wrong.




*See Death of My Aunt.




















II. A Fall





December 24th – Evening


There were eight of us at dinner. Mrs Quisberg sat at the head of the table, with me, Sheila and Leonard Dixon on her right, and Dr Green, Mrs Harley and Clarence on her left. Amabel sat at the other end, between Clarence and Dixon. In the first conversational ‘set’ I was paired off with Sheila, but as she was not talkative and devoted herself greedily to her food, I had leisure to observe the two members of the party whom I had not met before – Dr Green, who was opposite me, and Mrs Harley.


The doctor was a big florid man, blue-eyed, rather bald, with a red-brown complexion and a bristly fair moustache. He might have been any age between forty-five and sixty. He laughed and talked loudly and incessantly, emphasising his remarks by waving his big hands in the air, drumming on the table and winking. He was clearly not English, though he spoke with unremitting fluency, and gave the impression, whenever he misused one of our idioms, that he had done so on purpose. He was so full of vitality that he made even my hostess seem languid. Mrs Harley was small and sallow, with large brown eyes which she had probably rolled to effect in better days. She spoke huskily, and was full of nervous mannerisms. She seemed most grateful to be where she was, and perhaps a little overawed. Once or twice I caught her looking at Mrs Quisberg half sadly and half resentfully. ‘She is wondering,’ I said to myself, ‘why some women should live in boarding-houses, while others live in crystal palaces.’


All serious table talk was reduced to incoherence by a sudden shout from Amabel: ‘You pig, Sheila; hand over those almonds. Take them, Len.’


‘Don’t you be bullied,’ I said to my neighbour. ‘We want them here.’


This drew Amabel’s attention to me.


‘Oh, so you like our almonds, Mr Warren,’ she answered in a drawling voice which she affected, when she remembered, for my special benefit. ‘Tell me, did you condescend to notice the close of Harrington Cobalts, Mr Stockbroker?’


‘They closed quite firmly,’ I said guardedly.


‘Now, Amabel,’ her mother put in, ‘don’t talk about things you don’t understand one little bit.’


‘But I do thoroughly understand them,’ was the reply. ‘Don’t we all know that if they touch – that’s the mot juste, isn’t it – fifty-five bob, we shall buy Paragon House?’


‘You know nothing of the sort,’ said Mrs Quisberg, looking round nervously to see that none of the servants was in the room.


‘What and where is Paragon House?’ I asked.


‘Paragon House is that hideous derelict building in Strathsporran Road we can see in winter at the end of the garden. In summer, of course, the plane trees hide it.’


‘Is it empty?’ asked the doctor.


‘Yes, empty and for sale. It’s near enough the Finchley Road to make people want to pull it down and build a block of flats, and we’re naturally not very eager for that. It’s a great pity, as it’s the only building which overlooks us in any way.’


‘How much do they want for it?’ I asked.


‘Twelve thousand.’


‘Good gracious!’


‘Prices round here are terrific. Sir Samuel Baruch paid twenty-seven thousand for Darlington Lodge – that’s the corner house next to this, you know.’


‘But,’ persisted Amabel, ‘you can’t compare Lyon Avenue with Strathsporran Road. It’s practically a slum and ends up in shops and the kind of bungalow female Labour members would live in. Personally, I think the whole idea’s damned silly. All right, Mumsie. Dad had far better double my allowance. Don’t you think so, Len?’


‘Besides,’ said Clarence, while Dixon was hesitating over a facetious reply, ‘the female Labour members will probably tax you out of it, if you do get it.’


‘I believe you’d like them to, Clarence. Do you know, Len, he’s written three articles on art for the Daily Herald?’


‘Well, I’m blowed! What sort of art? The altogether, eh?’ 


Meanwhile, having delivered his spirit of venom, Clarence turned disdainfully back to Mrs Harley.


‘I am afraid you must consider us a most ill-mannered family.’


‘On the contrary,’ said Dr Green, who seemed to hear everything everybody said, ‘nothing is more agreeable than to hear young people saying exactly what they think, even if they don’t think what they should. I was staying with a family once where there were eight daughters – all very pretty, high-spirited young ladies. One day the third daughter, whose name was Waterloo – they were all christened after the famous British victories—’


He went on to tell a rambling story, which was only entertaining through his manner of telling it. Noticing that Mrs Quisberg was not listening to him, I asked her what her husband would do with Paragon House if he did buy it.


‘It’s most unlikely,’ she said. ‘But I suppose, if it went very cheap and we did get it, we should just pull it down. You see the ground slopes very steeply the other side of it, and we should get the view of the Harrow Ridge that you get near the top of the Heath. I dare say Axel would use some of the ground to build another hot-house. He’s always wanted to experiment with some kind of tropical melon that needs heaps of space and attention. And we might make a bathing-pool. But it isn’t worth talking about, it’s so improbable. And it might be rather silly. After all, I don’t suppose we shall live here for ever.’


I remember noticing that Mrs Harley, though she was one of the doctor’s audience, seemed to have caught my hostess’s last remark, for she half looked up and seemed about to say something and then turned her eyes to her plate again and fiddled with a walnut. She must, I thought, be suffering badly from an inferiority complex.


‘I suppose you expect Mr Quisberg back about eleven,’ I asked, changing the subject.


‘No, not to-night at all. He and Mr Harley are sleeping at the Carlton. Mr G—— seems to be a most peculiar man – full of fads like so many of these multi-millionaires. He always goes to bed at half past ten, and gets up at half past six, and poor Axel will have to do the same. When the big men have finished their talk, I believe the small fry – the secretaries, accountants and such-like, you know – have to agree to some figures, and then they all have another meeting to-morrow morning at half past seven, before Mr G—— flies to Brussels in his own aeroplane at about ten. Poor Axel, he does hate hotels, but it was obviously better for him to sleep on the spot. I do hope he’ll get a good rest there. I thought he seemed so strung up to-night. Now I suppose I ought to make a move. Don’t be too long. We have coffee in the drawing-room in about ten minutes. Amabel—’


The women left the room, and Dr Green at once moved into Mrs Quisberg’s chair, as if he was not going to allow anyone else to dominate the table. He poured himself out large glasses of sherry and liqueur brandy, and sent the bottles round the table. 


‘Fill up, fill up,’ he said. ‘It’s Christmas Day to-morrow.’


‘Not for me, thanks,’ said Clarence, who seemed in no way surprised that, though he was our hostess’s son, he was ousted from the position of host.


‘I’m practically TT,’ said Dixon. Oddly enough it was true. He had been most abstemious during dinner.


‘Don’t they teach you to drink in the tropics, Dixon?’ asked the doctor.


‘Some fellows do. I’ve always found myself fitter without it.’


The doctor looked at him with an irritating smile, and I looked at him too. He certainly was incredibly fit, and I compared his healthy brown complexion enviously with my own, which betrayed lack of fresh air and too many late hours. How did he do it? How did he manage to make me feel so like a rat beside a stallion? Even his dinner jacket put mine to shame.


We were an ill-assorted group, and I hoped the doctor would not keep us too long at the table. As if realising, however, that conversation was not going to be gay, he began to tell smoking-room stories, including a grossly medical one of a patient who had to be operated upon for the strangest of self-inflicted injuries. Clarence looked bored, and Dixon (a puritan, like so many people, when confronted with the unfamiliar), shocked. I felt I had to make some response.


‘I can only say, Doctor,’ I said, ‘that I’m glad you’re my client and not my medical attendant, if that’s the kind of thing you specialise in.’ 


‘Who knows?’ he replied. ‘You may need me before so very long. Always at your service. Always at everybody’s service.’


‘You are a doctor of medicine, then?’


‘I am a doctor of science at the University of Vienna. And there is no degree more distinguished in this world.’


‘The School of Freud, you mean?’


‘Pah! Freud! Psychoanalysis is pure common sense. Nothing more or less. There’s nothing new in it. Freud’s great work has been to knock another nail in the coffin of prudery. That’s all he’s done. And now, I suppose, as you all seem so eager to be reunited with the fair sex that you can’t even drink Axel’s good brandy, we had better leave the table.’


He drained his goblet, which held about a port glass full of brandy, in one gulp, and led the way upstairs.


‘Bridge, my dear lady?’ he said to Mrs Quisberg. ‘I play bridge very well. And so, I am convinced, does my friend Malcolm here.’


I noticed that he called us all by our Christian names, except Dixon. Mrs Quisberg led the way to the table.


‘Clarence, you’ll have to make the fourth,’ she said. ‘Mrs Harley positively won’t play.’


‘Can’t play, you mean,’ she said timidly. ‘But I shall love looking on, if you’ll just excuse me while I fetch my needlework.’


She gave an apologetic little smile, and hurried out of the room, as if afraid of being called back.


‘What’s the matter with her?’ asked the doctor. 


‘She suffers terribly from nerves. Insomnia, you know. And when she does get to sleep, she walks in it. I feel so sorry for her. She’s really come to London to see a nerve specialist. Harley, Axel’s secretary, you know, didn’t like letting her stay in an hotel alone, and as Axel couldn’t spare him to go to her just now, owing to this Mr G——, we thought she’d better come to us. And I’m glad she has. I hope we have the chance of feeding her up, poor thing. She looks so dreadfully worn. Now, Clarence, put down that book, dear.’


Clarence got up to join us, and Amabel pulled Dixon from a sofa by the fire.


‘Come on,’ she said, giving us a scornful glance, ‘let’s leave them to their frowsy game, and have some ping-pong in the terrace room.’


I watched them go out of the door with satisfaction, and so, I thought, did Clarence.


‘I didn’t know you played bridge,’ I said to him.


‘I don’t, as a rule. I prefer intelligent conversation, but if—’


He shrugged his shoulders and sat down.


The game began. Mrs Quisberg played vilely, but Clarence much better than I had expected. He wishes to show, I thought, that the man of intelligence can beat the Philistine on his own ground. There was, indeed, something about him which annoyed me. I was convinced, without good cause, that I knew much more about the game than he did, but everything he did seemed to be lucky and to bring him an unmerited prestige. When, for example, he trumped my ace of diamonds in the first round of the suit, his gesture almost implied contempt for ‘City’ brains, and whenever he made a declaration, he appeared to correct mine which had preceded his. At length I became more angry with myself than with him, for being so sensitive to his superior airs, of which, perhaps, he was quite unconscious, and I began feebly to try to imitate the doctor in his flippant attitude to the game. The doctor was quite clearly far better than any of us, but would not for one moment treat the game seriously. He kept up a flow of ridiculous conversation, whistled, sang, shuffled the cards spectacularly with his big hairy hands, patted his tricks, drummed on the table, and seemed continually on the verge of cheating, though he never actually did so.


‘Come, Malcolm,’ he would say, ‘play the queen now if you have her. Come along, little lady. Hoop-la! There she goes. And now there’s the knave, this naughty little knave we have to get hold of. Who has the knave of hearts? If it’s in Letty’s hand, I give you two tricks more. Yes, only two tricks. Your king of clubs? What care I for your king of clubs? I trump him – so. Letty has the knave of hearts. I knew she had. She had to have it, by all the rules of the game. And by all the rules of the game the other tricks are mine – for I have nothing but trumps left! Isn’t it wonderful? Oh, I have such an unlucky partner – so unlucky, he must be in love, to have given me such a be-autiful hand. Does she not love you at all, partner? Well, I hope she won’t till the rubber’s over. After that, may she love you as much as you like, and God bless you both.’ 


Clarence, at whom these thrusts were directed, grew very red and seemed about to throw his cards on the table.


‘Come, Doctor,’ said his mother, ‘it’s too bad to tease him like this. He may really be in love, for all we know. After all, we usually were at his age, weren’t we?’


‘Oh, Madam, how you flatter me. But you know nothing of my early life, and don’t you pretend you do. No tales of me to these young innocents. Not a word, I beg you. Now! I bid three spades, and if nobody says anything I shall be very much surprised. You, Malcolm? Ah, I thought so. Lying low! You, partner?’


‘Five clubs.’


‘Ah, capital. And, Madam?








‘Sweet Gretchen’s pretty ankle


  Would make my . . .











‘Sh! Five hearts, you say? What do I care for five hearts? Six no trumps. Oh, it’s an easy game, bridge. You, Malcolm? No bid again? Oh, aren’t you a shy boy! Partner? Thank you for your implicit confidence in me. And, Madam? Madam doubles. Madam would – and I redouble Madam – just for the sake of introducing a little gallantry into a game which is, in its essence, completely unchivalrous.’


And so on. By half past ten, the doctor had won four rubbers. Mrs Harley, who had crept into a chair near the table and been watching us like a little cat, folded up her embroidery and was clearly about to say good night, when Amabel burst into the room followed by Dixon and the Drews, a young married couple who lived in the neighbourhood.


‘Oh, Lord, I’m thirsty; aren’t you, Doris?’ said Amabel when the new arrivals had been briefly introduced. ‘We’ve had eleven sets, Mums. I caught Doris as Edwins was showing her upstairs, so you must thank me for not having your precious game interrupted. Oh no, you can’t begin another rubber. You really can’t. It’s Christmas Eve, not the eighth Sunday after Trinity. What about some musical chairs? Come on, everybody. Yes, Mrs Harley, of course you must.’


‘But Mrs Harley wants to go to bed, dear.’


‘Oh no, she doesn’t. Do you, Mrs Harley? Now, Sheila, be an angel and leave your Ethel M. Dell and perform upon the pianoforte – didn’t I say it well?’


I was indignant that our game had to give way to such a rough and dangerous pastime, but Amabel was so insistent and so ably supported by her friends, that there was no help for it. Clarence and I cleared away the card-table, while the others prepared the room. Sheila, who had some talent at improvisation, drifted to the piano.


‘Mind you,’ said Amabel menacingly, ‘this is only a beginning. There’s no knowing what we shan’t be doing in an hour or two. So you’d all better get the party spirit right away! One, two, three, go!’


The pianist struck a loud chord, and we pranced foolishly round the polished floor, my own concern being to be ‘out’ as soon as possible. It was wonderful how much horseplay four people with the ‘party spirit’ could introduce into the preposterous game. I found myself jostled and harried in all directions, while mocking shouts assailed my efforts to be unruffled. I was just vowing that never again would I visit Beresford Lodge during a festive season, when I caught my foot in the leg of a chair that someone had pushed out of line, slithered over the floor, and fell with a crash beside a big Chinese cabinet.


I seemed to lie for a long time, wondering what had happened. Then, as people began to crowd round me, I felt a violent pain in my right arm and another, only a little less severe, in the fingers of my left hand. The doctor took me gently by the shoulders and pulled me to a sitting position. I looked up stupidly. Then the whole room swam round me and I was violently sick.


‘Lord! How beastly!’


It was Dixon who spoke first. I think even Amabel felt that he rather than I had committed a breach of good manners, for she darted to the table of refreshments and brought me some brandy. Meanwhile, Mrs Quisberg was wringing her hands and murmuring endearments.


‘Oh, the poor boy. Is he very much hurt, Doctor? Oh, I hope it’s not concussion of the brain. All right, Malcolm, dear. We’ll look after you. We’ll soon have you comfortable. Doctor, do you think you can do everything, or shall I ring up Dr McKenzie? Perhaps Nurse is still up.’


‘I’ll go and see,’ said Clarence. 


‘She’s in the grey room,’ his mother shouted, as he went precipitately through the door.


‘The nurse can do nothing that I can’t do,’ said Dr Green, who still supported me. ‘Nor your Dr McKenzie either. Leave him to me.’


‘I’m so sorry,’ I gasped, feeling oddly revived at the sound of the doctor’s voice. ‘I shall be better in a few minutes. Just leave me, will you?’


‘There’s only one place for you, and that’s bed,’ said the doctor. ‘Where’s his room, Letty?’


‘Next door to this – the bogy-hole. Oh, but let him have Axel’s room, or mine, now. And do you want Nurse?’


‘I hate all nurses,’ I said. ‘They make me feel ill. If Dr Green will help me to my room—’


He raised me to my feet, and to my great relief I found that I could walk without any difficulty. Evidently I still had legs, if not arms. Mrs Quisberg opened the door and went before us down the long corridor to my room. A big fire was burning, and a mound under the bedclothes denoted a hot-water bottle.


‘It does seem pitifully small,’ she said, looking round at the congested furniture, and shuddering.


I reassured her and the doctor bustled her away. He then took off my coat, waistcoat and shirt and examined my arms. Apart from a little bruising of the fingers of my left hand, my left arm was unhurt. My right arm, however, was very painful and had begun to swell from the elbow downwards, while I could not move the fingers of my right hand at all.


‘Broke your fall, you see. That’s the trouble,’ he muttered. ‘When you fall in future, always remember to let yourself go. You’ll do far less damage. Well, my boy, if I had a professional reputation (which, I’m glad to say, I haven’t), I’d stake it on your having broken no bones. An ordinary doctor wouldn’t know. He’d either hope for the best, if he was a country one, and do nothing, or if he was a Londoner, he’d hustle you off to a radiologist who’d charge you five guineas for a snapshot. Of course you can go to one if you like.’


‘I don’t in the least want to,’ I said.


‘Well, I’m an extraordinary doctor, and I’m positive there’s no need. Just a little soothing massage first – so – so – and so—’


As he spoke, his chubby fingers wandered lightly but skilfully over the painful area, and brought an amazing relief. Suddenly he chuckled.


‘You said you hoped you wouldn’t be a patient of mine; don’t you remember? Oh, these prophetic words spoken so lightly – these little kinks in the film of the future which get mixed up in the present! Don’t you like it? Isn’t it comforting? And what a thin skin! There now. No, lie quite still. I shan’t hurt you. Ssss!’


He made the noise of a man grooming a horse.


‘Now, have a little rest, while I fetch some balm and a bandage from my room. Shut your eyes and think of all the money you’ve made to-day, and don’t move.’


He went out, and in obedience to his orders, I began to wonder what was happening at the Carlton. Was ‘the deal through’, or was G—— trying to drive too hard a bargain? As the owner of three hundred Harrington Cobalts (for which I should have difficulty in paying) I felt Mr Quisberg ought to let me know as soon as he came in. But, of course, we were not to expect him till Christmas morning. Christmas! Stockings, holly, crackers, carols, too much plum-pudding, and the vague depression which even in childhood had seemed to surround the whole business – and the summer still so very far away.


I was embarking on one of those gently doleful reveries to which I am often liable, when the doctor came back, with his appliances.


‘First,’ he said, ‘I’m going to give you something to make you sleep. No protests, please. An ordinary doctor wouldn’t have thought of this. Your arm will become very painful in the night, and you won’t get much rest if you don’t do as I tell you. An ordinary doctor wouldn’t mind that, of course. He wouldn’t be interested in you. He’d be interested only in your case, and pain is the last thing which concerns him. I, on the other hand, think of everything, including your general well-being. Now drink this.’


I drank.


‘It will have effect in about half an hour. Now for the embrocation and the bandage, and a little look at your legs, to see if there’s any more trouble, and I’ll put you to bed. Your left hand will be well to-morrow, and your right arm – provided always that I am privileged to continue treating it – in three days, or less. But don’t try to use it just yet.’


As he spoke, he started on his programme. The bandage, though very tight, gave me a feeling of confidence, and I was delighted to think that my injuries were to be cured so soon. Was it faith-healing, I wondered? At all events, I put myself completely in his hands, while a slight drowsiness helped to blunt my critical sense.


‘May I come in?’


It was Mrs Quisberg again.


‘By all means,’ shouted the doctor, ‘if you wish to see him naked!’


She came in, undeterred, barely giving him time to throw something over me. But I was no longer uppermost in her thoughts.


‘Doctor,’ she said. ‘I wonder, could you spare me a little of the draught you’re giving Malcolm? It’s Mrs Harley, who’s having a fit of nerves or something. She says she’s afraid she won’t get any rest to-night. Being in a strange house seems to have upset her, or perhaps it was that noisy game and Malcolm’s fall. At any rate, she’s all trembly, and when I saw you come down with the drink—’


‘Oh, these women!’ he answered. ‘All right. Leave me five minutes and I’ll get you some.’


She smiled and looked down at me.


‘Isn’t he a boor? Well, dear, I do hope you’ll be comfortable. Is there nothing more I can do? A little brandy, do you think, Doctor, in case he feels faint?’


‘Certainly not,’ he said. ‘He’ll be asleep five minutes after I get his pyjamas on, and as I can’t do that – without offending the laws of propriety – as long as you are within sight, dear lady, perhaps you’ll say good night to Malcolm and wait for me outside.’


‘All right, but don’t keep me too long. I’ve got my patient to consider. Good night, Malcolm, dear, and sleep well.’


As she went out, the doctor made a face.


‘There now,’ he said, when he had tucked me up in bed, ‘go off to sleep at once, and don’t dare to move till I come to see you in the morning. Shall I hang up a Christmas stocking? No? Perhaps you’re right. It might tempt our hostess to come back and fill it. Hush-a-bye baby! Sweet dreams!’


He turned off the light and went out. As the door shut, I remember hearing him say, ‘Now what about this poor lady?’ and the voice of Mrs Quisberg in voluble reply. Then I fell asleep.
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