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DEDICATION

THE PHILISTINE

OF all the sins that do decide

The place you go to when you die,

The worst of all is wicked pride,

An’ no one knows the reason why.

It bein’ natural to drink

An’ eat an’ sleep. It’s proper, too,

An’ natural for me to think

That I’m a better man than you.

When that I lay me down to sleep

No doubt but what I pray,

For night ‘as terrors which I keep

Out of my mind by day.

I have no daylight faith or fear,

Mine is a mid-day pride

But in the night a voice says,

“‘Ere–Suppose you went an’ died?

“Suppose your heart went wholly wrong,

Or stopped–as well it may

Suppose by night there came along

The Call of Judgment Day?

You, lying down in peace of mind,

Alive, and fairly well,

You would feel sick to wake and find

Your silly self in ‘Ell!”

Therefore I say an humble prayer,

Which I will own to be

A slight attemp’ to put things square

Between my God an’ me

A slight attemp’ to rectify

The sinful way I’m in,

An’ with my penitence, to buy

Another day of sin.

When that I lay me down to rest,

I put my pride aside

An’ pray for them that I like best,

An let the others slide.

An’ often–when I keep awake–

I thank Him all I can

That He saw fit to take and make

Of me a soldier man!

That He took me an’ set me down

Along with human men

Who live in barracks miles from town,

An’ go to bed at ten,

Who sleep an’ rise an’ drink an’ eat–

An’ sometimes die likewise–

To certain bugle calls that meet

Occasions that arise.

An’ I am thankful I have got

The strength of mind to see

It’s wrong to sneer at them who’ve not

Advantages like me.

An’ if I had the time to spare

I often would incline

To pray for them who cannot share

This sinful pride of mine.

Of all the sins that do decide

The place you go to when you die,

The worst of all is wicked pride,

An’ no one knows the reason why.

It bein’ natural to drink

An’ eat an’ sleep. It’s proper, too,

An’ natural for me to think

That I’m a better man than you.




I. NOBBY’S BEST GIRL

SMITHY sat on the canteen table swinging his legs, and all that was best, brightest, and most noble in the First Battalion of the Anchester Regiment sat round listening.

The glow of sunset lingered in the sky, but blue dusk sat on the eastern side of the barrack square; where, in the shade of the tall oaks–those oaks that had waved and rustled just as bravely when Clarendon of the 190th was preparing the regiment for the Peninsular Wars–the low-roofed married quarters twinkled with lights.

A bugle call interrupted the narrative of the raconteur; a sharp, angry, slurred call that sent two of the company at a jog trot to the guard-room.

But the interruption furnished at once a text and an illustration for Private Smith.

He addressed the audience generally, but mainly his remarks were directed toward the only civilian present.

“Bein’ married is like bein’ a defaulter,” he explained, and was so struck with the sagacity of his reasoning chat he repeated it.

“When a soldier breaks out of barracks, or talks in the ranks, or does those things within this Act mentioned,” Smithy was quoting the Army Act, “along comes an officer and sez, ‘Private What’s-your-name, you will be confined to barracks for seven days’ an’ the poor young feller has to do extra drill an’ extra fatigues, an’ answers his name regular every half-hour.

“It’s very nice breakin’ out of barracks,” continued Smithy inconsequently, “an’ so is courtin’, but the end is the same. Up you come before some one or other, an’ punishment is as sure as daylight. If a feller was to ask me which I’d prefer–to be married or to go to prison, I’d say ‘prison’ like a shot; because it’s shorter an’ not so crowded.’

Here Smithy paused to ruminate.

“You can never trust a woman,” he continued bitterly. “A woman is like the bright green birds of paradise you buy in Petticoat Lane–all right till you’ve had ‘em a day or two, and the natural-born sparrer begins to wear through. I’m not talkin’ out of the back of my head, as you suggest, Tiny, but from my own blessed experience.

“When the Anchesters went to Dabbington there wasn’t a nicer, smarter, or more friendly company on the face of the earth than ‘B’ Company. Nice respectable fellers they were, more like brothers than comrades. It was ‘Lend us a pipe of shag, ole boy,’ an’ ‘Certainly, ole feller,’ an’ ‘Do you mind my borrowin’ your best boots to go an’ meet my girl in?’ an’ ‘Let me clean ‘em for you, ole chap,’ till all the rest of the regiment used to come an’ look through the winders of our barrack room to see us bein’ polite to each other.

“It was the talk o’ the battalion; they used to call us the Gentlemanly B’s’ till a chap from ‘G’ Company went an’ spoilt it by callin’ us the ‘Pretty Pollies’.

“You don’t know Dabbington, do you? It’s a little garrison town with seventeen chapels, an’ a market day. It wasn’t exactly lively. Every year there was two select concerts an’ a magic lantern lecture on ‘My Visit to Rome’ by the curate, but it wasn’t exactly dull There was a sort of prejudice against soldiers in some quarters, an’ in other quarters there was a feelin’ that the soldier ought to be rescued from sin. A feller named Rogers, a young feller with spectacles, used to run a sort of Rescue Home, where the troops could be kept out of the nice, bright, sinful public-houses by bein’ given a cup of coffee and last week’s Graphic to read in a tin mission-hall. As a matter of fact, the public-houses in Dabbington wasn’t so bright or lively, an’ when young Mr. Rogers came round barracks an’ began talkin’ about the ‘arty welcome, come-one, come-all, that was waitin’ for us round the comer, Nobby Clark up an’ sez ‘We’ll be round there to-night.’

“Young Mr. Rogers was highly delighted, an’ said if we got there by seven-thirty, we’d be in time for the bright little half-hour service that the proceedin’s started with.

“So me an’ Nobby turns up soon after eight, an’ there was Mr. Rogers waitin’ to shake hands an’ as pleased as Punch to see us, though a bit disappointed we hadn’t come earlier.

“‘What have you let us in for?’ I sez to Nobby as we walked in after Mr. Rogers.

“‘Close thy mouth,’ sez Nobby, who always gets religious in a church. We was the only soldiers in the place, an’ I felt a bit uncomfortable, but Nobby seemed to enjoy it. There was a lot of civilians present. Nice young ladies, an’ young gentlemen in frock coats, an’ they all got very friendly. One young gentleman with a very red face sez to Nobby: ‘Brother, I extend the hand of friendship to you,’ an’ Nobby sez, ‘Thank you, brother, the same to you.’

“‘I suppose,’ sez the young gentleman, ‘you don’t often see bright faces round you?’

“‘Not so bright as yours,’ sez Nobby, an’ the young gentleman looked very ‘ard at him.

“Then Mr. Rogers made a speech an’ said he welcomed these two young military men, an’ hoped they would be the advance guard–he believed that was the military term (applause) of the Army element in Dabbington (Applause).

“So then we played games. There was one game that two of the nicest young ladies knew, an’ they offered to teach me an’ Nobby. I picked it up at once; it was a silly sort of game, played on a lop-sided draught-board, an’ one piece hopped over another piece. But Nobby couldn’t seem to learn it at all, an’ the two young ladies sat on each side of him, guiding his hand for half an hour, and even then he was still makin’ mistakes. By an’ by, Mr. Rogers came up to us an’ asked Nobby if he could sing. Nobby said he’d got a cold, but he’d do his best, an’ everybody started clappin’. One of the nice young ladies went to the piano an’ Nobby leant over and hummed the tune to her for about ten minutes. It seemed to me that he kept on hummin’ different tunes, but I might have been mistaken.

“I was a bit nervous, for old Nobby only knows three songs, ‘Who Wouldn’t be a Lodger?’ ‘All Through Going to Margate on a Sunday,’ an’ a sentimental song about a girl an’ a soldier.

“I tell you I was a bit relieved when be said he couldn’t sing without his music, an’ promised to come another night.

“I asked Nobby how he’d enjoyed hisself as we was goin’ home, an’ he said First class, in an absent-minded way. I forgot to tell you that her name was Miss Elder–the girl who taught him to play ‘Hoppit,’ an’ played the piano.

“Next day me an’ Nobby went out of barracks an’ strolled round town. When we came to a music shop Nobby sez, ‘Hold hard, Smithy, let’s go in an’ buy a bit of music.’

“‘What for?’ I sez, amazed.

“‘To sing,’ sez Nobby.

“‘Don’t waste your money,’ I sez, but Nobby went in, an’ I followed. There was a young lady behind the counter; she wore spectacles, too, an’ she sez in a voice about the size of an orange pip: ‘What can I do for you?’

“‘I want a song,’ sez Nobby. ‘A good religious song with easy words, for about fourpence.’

The young lady shook her head.

“I’m afraid we haven’t got anything at that price,’ she sez. ‘Nothing under one an’ fourpence.’

“‘Come away, Nobby,’ sez I. ‘ Don’t waste your money.’ But Nobby wouldn’t come.

“‘You ain’t got anything that’s a bit soiled or second hand, I suppose?’ he sez, and the girl said she didn’t think she had, but she’d look.

“So she turned over a lot of music, an’ every time she turned one over she said ‘No’ ‘an ‘I’m afraid not,’ an’ ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t think–’ in her little voice as big as an orange pip.

“By and by she stopped an’ pulled out a sheet of music that was rather sunburnt about the edge.

“‘You can have this for fourpence, if it’ll suit,’ she sez.

“‘What’s it called?’ sez Nobby.

“So she said some name that I couldn’t catch.

“‘What’s that?’ sez Nobby, lookin’ a bit disappointed.

“‘Ora pro nobis,’ sez the young lady. It’s Latin.’

“Nobby shook his head. ‘Give me one in English, please, miss. I haven’t talked Latin for years.’

“‘But the song’s in English,’ said the girl. There are only three words in Latin.’

“‘How do you say ‘em, miss?’ asked Nobby, an’ the young lady explained.

“‘Thanks, I’ll take the song,’ sez Nobby, brightenin’ up; so he paid his fourpence an’ we walked back to barracks.

“We went over to the canteen an’ found Fatty Morris, the chap that plays first cornet, an’ asked his advice about learnin’ the music, an’ Fatty promised to run over it with Nobby the next day.

“So, sure enough next afternoon we all went down into the back field, me an’ Nobby, an’ Fatty, an’ started.

“First of all Fatty run over the song by hisself, an Nobby practised the words a bit. By the time Fatty had got the song by heart an’ had worked in two or three little trembly bits that wasn’t in the music, all the chaps in barracks had strolled down to find out who was ill. Nobby pretended not to notice them, but they made him a bit nervous, an’ when Fatty said he’d got the music all right, an’ that Nobby could go ahead with the words, Nobby turned round to the crowd an’ asked ‘em what they wanted.

“‘We’ve come to hear the music,’ said Spud Murphy, who was one of the fellers. ‘What are you goin’ to do?’

“‘I’m goin’ to sing,’ seZ Nobby, very short, an’ Spud pretended to stagger back, an’ all the other chaps got ready to run.

“‘Save the women an’ children,’ sez Spud, foldin’ his arms. ‘I’ll be the last to leave the ship–to every man upon this earth death cometh soon or late, an’ how can man die better than–’

“‘You close your face, Spud Murphy,’ said Nobby, gettin’ red. ‘Nobody asked you to come here.’

“But Spud took no notice of what Nobby said, an’ continued to act the goat, an’ there would have been a rough house, only at that minute Corporal Boyle happened to stroll up, an’ asked Spud if he was the funny man on duty, an’ told him to give the soft-sighing breezes a chance of making theirselves heard. So Spud took the hint an’ dried up, an’ Nobby, who was gettin’ redder an’ redder, started to practise.

“Nobby’s got a very nice, strong voice, but you could hear the cornet quite plain.

“In a couple o’ days he’d got the song off by heart, an’ on the last day of the practice every chap in barracks went down into the playin’ field to hear him.

“Everybody was very curious to know where Nobby was going to sing, but we kept it dark.

“Spud Murphy started a rumour that it was to be in the Albert Hall–but we kept it dark.

“Then Spud Murphy an’ a lot of other chaps–mostly of ‘G’ Company–‘Dirty G,’ we call ‘em–said they’d foller us about till they found the place, an’ for nearly a week me an’ Nobby couldn’t go out for a walk without twenty or thirty fellers walkin’ behind in double rank. Wherever we went, they went. It got a bit monotonous, so I didn’t blame Nobby when he slipped out of barracks once or twice without me an’ went for a solitary ramble–so he said. Well, one night, off we went to the Soldiers’ Rescue Home, an’ the young ladies an’ gentlemen were highly delighted to see us.

“‘I’m much obliged to you,’ sez Mr. Rogers, for bringin’ your gallant comrades with you,’ pointing to Spud Murphy an’ about twenty fellers who were standin’ at the door, lookin’ rather uncomfortable.

“You see, they never suspected that Nobby was goin’ to sing at a sort o’ church, and they would probably have gone away, only young Mr. Rogers bagged ‘em before they had a chance.

“So they all come in, walkin’ on tip-toe an’ speakin’ in whispers; but one of the young ladies–not our one –went down an’ talked to ‘em an’ showed ‘em how to play Hoppit.’

“Then Nobby’s turn came to sing, an’ Miss Elder went to the piano. As a matter of fact, I began to get nervous myself, especially as I saw Spud an’ the other fellers sittin’ up with a grin. Nobby’s voice is good enough, but there’s a lot of it, an’ what with singin’ against a cornet an’ singin’ in the open air, I expected him to lift the roof off.

“But lo! an’ behold! he sang as soft as soft can be, an’ I could see that Spud an’ the other fellers were disappointed. It was a song about a kid who died in the snow, an’ it brought tears into your eyes to hear Nobby sing ‘Horror!’ in a quavery voice.

“After it was over everybody clapped, but I was lookin’ at Spud.

“‘Did you see that?’ whispers Spud, when Nobby did a bow. ‘Did you see that?’ he sez, when Nobby closed the young lady’s music. ‘Did you see that?’ he sez fiercely, when Nobby handed the young lady down from the platform. I must confess I was a bit puzzled to know where Nobby got his manners from. But we soon found out. This Miss Elder come along to us by an’ by, an’ she asked Spud how he liked the song. Spud was a bit put out by her speakin’ to him, an’ grinned an’ twisted his moustache, an’ said in a haw-haw voice that it wasn’t loud enough.

“‘Do you think so, Mr. Spud?’ said the young lady, quite surprised. ‘Why, I–’

“‘His name’s Murphy,’ interrupted Nobby, who was lookin’ rather agitated.

“‘I’m sorry, Mr. Murphy; but do you really think so?’ the young lady went on. ‘Why, when he came–’

“Nobby was very rude, for he interrupted the young lady again.

“‘Don’t take any notice of what Spud–I mean Murphy–says, miss,’ he said; but, somehow, Spud had got an idea, an’ instead of takin’ offence at what Nobby said, he went on talkin’ to the young lady.

“‘Yes, miss?’ he sez, politely. ‘You was sayin’ that when Mr. Clark came–’

“And then it came out that Nobby had been goin’ to Miss Elder’s house to practise his songs in the evening.

“‘He’s goin’ to join the choir,’ sez Miss Elder.

“I looked at Nobby, very sad, for now I understood all about his ‘solitary rambles.’

“‘Joined the choir, has he?’ sez Spud. ‘Well, miss, I should like to join the choir too’; an’ all the other fellers said they’d like to join–all except little Billy Morgan, who was a bit afraid of Nobby, an’ didn’t like the way be was glarin’ at him.

“It’s gospel truth,” asserted Smith earnestly; “but before the end of the week half the bloomin’ regiment applied to join the choir. You see, it came out that there was choir practice on Thursday and refreshments provided, and that all the nice young ladies in town were members. Fourteen men paraded at orderly room, and asked to be allowed to change their religion.

“‘What religion do you want?’ sez the Colonel to young Jerry Jordan, an’ Jerry said he didn’t know exactly, but he thought it was the third chapel on the right as you went up the High Street.

“‘Next door to the little tobacco shop,’ all the other fellers chimed in.

“The Adjutant, who was standin’ by, didn’t say a word till the Colonel had gone, an then he sez, quiet–

“‘What’s the little game?’ and all the fellers said, one after another, ‘Nothing, sir.’

“‘What’s the attraction?’ sez the Adjutant. ‘Free drinks?’ An’ all the fellers said, ‘No, sir,’ very indignant.

“‘What is your present religion?’ sez the Adjutant to Jerry.

“‘Follow the band, sir,’ sez Jerry, meanin’ Church of England.

“‘And yours?’

”’ Methodist, sir,’ sez Private Cohen, a young feller from Whitechapel.

“‘I’m goin’ to find out all about it–fall out!’ sez the Adjutant. He found out soon enough, for in a week the regiment was singin’ mad. ‘F’ Company was the bass company, because they wasn’t so well fed as the others, an’ consequently their voices was rumbly. ‘A’ Company was the tenor company, because they were mostly fat duty men.* As soon as ever parade was over, chaps used to get together an’ start practisin’, an’ once, some fellers from ‘H’ got together under our windows at reveille an’ sung, ‘Awake, awake, put on your strength; put on your beautiful garments.’ They got seven days C.B. for creatin’ a disturbance in barracks.

[* Duty men are soldiers with billets: officers’ servants, etc.]

“All this time Nobby was gettin’ thicker an’ thicker with Miss Elder. She introduced him to her father an’ mother an’ family, an’ Nobby used to go there to tea on Sundays, an’ carry the books home after the service. An’ Nobby stopped goin’ to the canteen, an’ sounded his aitches, an’ bought a nail-brush. An’ when they had choir practice at Miss Elder’s house, Nobby would stay behind to help wash up the cups with Miss Elder. Me an’ Spud Murphy volunteered to stay behind once, but Nobby wouldn’t hear of it. He asked me as a great favour not to queer his pitch, an’ he told Spud in private that if he ever volunteered again, there’d be trouble.

“‘I’m now a good Christian, leadin’ the better life,’ sez Nobby; ‘but if I ever hear you talkin’ about stayin’ behind to wash up the cups, I’ll knock bits off you, you putty-eyed blitherer.’

“So Spud was persuaded to stay away.

“The choir was a big success, although the young fellers at the chapel who resigned sooner than sit next to red-coats got very nasty, an’ used to laugh when Nobby sang a solo (by request). I spoke to one of ‘em about it, one night after chapel.

“‘You look after your singin’, my good man,’ he sez, very haughty. It was the red-faced young gentleman who welcomed us to the Soldiers’ Rescue Home, an’ he’d been very cool to me an’ Nobby. We was walkin’ along a quiet street when I up an’ spoke to him.

“‘Look here!’ he sez, very hot. ‘Me an’ several other young gentlemen have gone to a lot of trouble to rescue you fellers from sin, an’ now you ain’t satisfied with bein’ rescued, but you must go an’ monopolize our young lady friends, an’ cold shoulder us out of the choir!’ I didn’t say anything for a while. ‘Blessed feather-bed soldiers, I call you,’ he said bitterly. ‘Blessed namby-pamby soldiers. I call you!’

“‘Me?’ I sez.

“‘Yes,’ he sez, reckless. ‘You, if you like.’

“I didn’t like to hit him, because I was afraid he’d cry; but I proved that I was no Christian, an’ he told me I ought to be ashamed to use such language on a Sunday night.

“Mind you,” said Smithy impartially, “I’m not one to run down a soldier because he’s a Christian. All these stories you hear about Christians havin’ boots thrown at ‘em because they say their prayers in the barrack-room is rot. It makes you uncomfortable to see a feller sayin’ his prayers in public, an’ it makes you feel uncomfortable to hear a feller blaspheme; but it’s the same kind of uncomfortableness.

“I chucked up the choir myself, because they found out that I couldn’t sing–only eat an’ drink at the choir practice, an’, to tell you the truth, I was a bit sore with Nobby. So what with hints from Miss Elder about my voice, an’ hints from Nobby about my appetite, I gave up goin’. But one day along comes Nobby, seemin’ very excited.

“‘Come to choir practice to-night, Smithy,’ he sez.

“‘Thanks,’ I sez, rather cold; ‘but I’ve had my tea.’

“‘Come along,’ sez Nobby; ‘there’s goin’ to be no end of a do to-night.’

“‘Thank you, Private Clark,’ I sez haughtily; ‘but I haven’t forgotten your remarks about the currant cake.’

“Anyway, he persuaded me. It seemed that Mrs. Elder was goin’ to make some grand announcement to the choir, an’ was givin’ a sort o’ stand-up supper to celebrate it, so I went along.

“Nobby was a bit excited an’ a bit mysterious, but I didn’t take much notice, an’ then he started askin’ if he told me something whether I’d keep it dark. So I said ‘Yes.’ So he said, ‘Will you take your dying oath?’ I said ‘Yes.’ So after he told me I was the greatest friend that he had, an’ that he’d break my jaw if I ever breathed a syllable, he let out that he was in love. Laugh! I thought I’d break a blood vessel. Nobby got very fierce, an’ after sayin’ a lot of unnecessary things, he asked me if I thought I was a gentleman, so I said ‘No.’

“He’d fallen in love with Miss Elder, an’ was goin’ to speak to her that night. This sobered me down a bit. ‘She’s much too good for you, Nobby,’ I sez; ‘she plays the piano, for one thing.’

“It was a mad sort of idea, but Nobby seemed struck with it. He hadn’t said a word to her about it, but he was goin’ to take advantage of the party.

“I must say that Mrs. Elder did the thing in style. Cake and thin bread an’ butter, and jam. Mr. Elder belongs to the Chapel an’ takes the plate round an’ keeps a provision shop in the High Street. He was waitin’ for us, smilin’ and shakin’ hands as friendly as possible. Mr. Rogers was there too, but he looked nervous.

“After we’d had a hymn or so, and finished off the grub, Mr. Elder said he’d got a few words to say to his dear young friends. He said there was a time for eatin’ an’ a time for sleepin’, a time for buryin’ an’ a time for givin’ in marriage. Nobby said, ‘Hear, hear,’ before he could stop hisself, an’ then looked out of the window, pretendin’ it wasn’t him.

“‘I have to announce the engagement of my dear daughter’–Nobby sat up straight, with his mouth open–‘with our dear young friend and fellow-worker, Mr. Anthony Rogers.’

“I didn’t look at Nobby till we got outside.

“We walked along for about a mile before he said a word.

“‘That’s a woman!’ he sez bitterly. ‘After what I’ve done, too! Sat in a bloomin’ choir, an’ all the time I never once missed sayin’ “Amen”’

“He didn’t say anything more for a long time, but he seemed to be thinking a lot, and whenever I looked at him he managed to turn his head away. I didn’t like to press him, but presently he sez in a queer kind of voice–

“‘Washed the bloomin’ cups, cut the cake, made the fire burn up, carried her books, an’ sang anthems,’ he sez after a bit.

“We went into barracks together, an’ turned down the road that leads to the canteen.”




II. AUTHORSHIP

“EVERY man,” said Smithy philosophically, “is really three men: There’s the man as he is; an’ the man as he thinks he is; an’ the ‘man as he wants you to think he is. We had a feller in our battalion by the name of Moss who was one of those chaps who are always making theirselves out to be worse than they are. He was most celebrated for what he was going to say to the Colonel, whenever he got half a chance.

“‘I’ll say,’ he sez, fierce as anything, ‘I’ll say, look here–’

“‘That’ll settle him,’ sez Nobby; ‘he’s only got to look at you, Mossy, to wish he never did. If I was a doctor,’ Nobby went on thoughtfully, ‘you’re the chap I’d employ to stand outside the shop to make people ill.’

“Mossy wasn’t a very good lookin’ chap, owin’ to his beak. Nobby sez that when he was a baby, he must have been carried upside down, an’ all the blood rushed to his nose. But what Moss was goin’ to tell the Colonel got to be a by-word in the battalion. He was going to give the Colonel the biggest talking to he ever had.

“One day when we was all down in the back field watchin’ the ridiculous attempts of ‘H’ Company to take ‘B’ Company’s number down at football, the Colonel came along with two or three other officers to see the disgustin’ exhibition.

“We didn’t want to see him just then, because it spoilt what I might call the flow of good fellership.

“Nobby was playin’ centre forward for ‘B,’ an’ we was encouragin’ him with a few remarks like, ‘Go it, Nobby–slosh him, Nobby–tread on him,’ an’ shoutin’ ‘foul’ when the other feller hit back. It’s a fine old English game, is Company football in the Anchesters–catch-as-catch-can. The Colonel came just before half-time, an’ whilst the interval was on, an’ whilst ‘H’ was bindin’ up their wounds an’ the captain of ‘H’ team was givin’ his fellers instructions how they was to trip Nobby up an’ accidentally tread on his neck, the Colonel strolled round the field, talkin’ to some of the men. He spotted Moss and came over to him.

“‘Ha, Moss,’ he sez, in that sarcastic manner of his, ‘have you been getting into trouble lately?’

“We all stood still with our hearts in our mouths waitin’ to hear Mossy dress the Colonel down.

“‘No, sir,’ sez Moss, as humble as can be.

“‘Good,’ sez the Colonel; ‘keeping away from the drink, eh?’

“‘Oh, yes, sir,’ sez Moss quite eager, ‘oh, yes, sir; thank you kindly, sir. I’m a teetotaller, sir.’

“‘Um,’ sez the colonel, looking doubtful, ‘any complaints to make?’

“‘Oh, no, sir,’ sez Moss, wrigglin’ at the very idea; ‘I shouldn’t think of such a thing; nothin’ further from my thoughts, sir.’

“I tell you, we was all struck of a heap to hear him.

“‘Excellent,’ sez the Colonel, who’s a fatherly old chap, except in action. ‘I suppose you thought I treated you harshly when I fined you the other day?’

“‘Oh, no, sir,’ sez Moss, ‘you did quite right, sir; I’m quite ashamed of myself, sir.’

“When the officers had strolled away, I looks at him.

“‘Moss,’ I sez sadly, ‘you’re a fine bloomin’ Ajax, I don’t think.’

“There’s lots of fellers in the world like Moss–what Harry Boyd, the horse-racin’ chap, calls ‘future eventers.’ They walk about dreamin’ of what they’d have said if they’d thought of it, an’ what they’d say if so-an’-so happened. But so-an’-so never does happen, that’s the worst of it.

“Old Mossy was sayin’ the other night–

“‘If I ever come into a million of money, do you know what I’d do?’

“‘Buy a new face,’ sez Nobby, who’s got what I might call a practical mind.

“‘Takin’ no notice of interruptions, that only shows the ignorance of your bringin’ up,’ sez Moss, ‘I’ll go on. If I had a million or so of money–come into it sudden, owing to an uncle that’s gone to America dyin’ an’ leavin’ it to me–’

“‘Owin’ to his bein’ off his bloomin’ napper,’ sez Nobby.

“‘I’d buy my discharge from the army,’ sez Moss, takin’ no notice of Nobby. ‘I’d give every feller in barracks a hundred pounds; then I’d have me motor-car come an’ fetch me; then I’d go up to the Colonel an’ I’d say–’

“‘Yes, sir, please, sir; no, sir, please, sir,’ sez Nobby very rapidly.

“‘I’d say “Look here, old feller,”’ sez Moss, ‘ ” you think you’re a bit of a lad, I’ve no doubt, but let me tell you–” ‘

“‘It’d be worth the money,’ sez Nobby promptly, ‘run along an’ find your Uncle Moss, search him for the millions; then show him your face an’ frighten him to death.’

“There was a chap of ours named Boyle; well connected he was. He had a grocer’s shop on his father’s side an’ a steam laundry on his mother’s side, and from what Boyle said one of his cousins ran a tippin’ business in Birmingham, patronized by the nobility an’ gentry. Fellers who owned horses used to write to him to see if their horse had a chance, an’ if Boyle’s cousin said ‘No,’ why they scratched the horse. What makes me think of Boyle in talkin’ about Mossy, they were both dreamers in a manner of speakin’, the only difference was that Mossy used to dream about what he was goin’ to do, and Boyle of what he had done. Lots of fellers called Boyle a liar, but Nobby sez you’ve got to make allowances, an’ what Boyle was, was an author. Nobby sez that as soon as a feller believes his own lies, an’ when he finds how easy one lie leads to another, he’s an author, an’ there’s a lot in it.

“One night last winter, me an’ Nobby and a lot of other chaps, was at the regimental coffee shop. Havin’ no money, we could not go to the canteen.

“‘Let’s go down to the coffee shop,’ sez Nobby, very disgusted; ‘I’ve a good mind to give up the cussed drink altogether. It makes a man worse than the beast of the field,’ he sez, so we all went down to the temperance place. The coffee shop ain’t such a bad sort of show. There’s a bagatelle board an’ newspapers, an’ you can always ‘chalk-up’ a cup of coffee an’ a bun, if you’re so inclined. The temperance chaps was quite surprised to see us. One of ‘em–by the name of Adger–sez, ‘What’s up–got no money?’ An’ Nobby sez that we’d plenty of money, but we was seriously thinkin’ of turnin’ over a new leaf.

“‘Drink don’t pay,’ sez Nobby, highly virtuous, an’ walks up to the counter. ‘Give us a cup of brown varnish till pay day, Bill.’

“Well, while we was all sittin’ round the fire talkin’ about the horrible state of the money market. an’ wonderin’ if we could borrow a couple of bob from Adger to send to Nobby’s grandmother, what had the brokers in, the question of liars came up.

“I don’t know how the argument rose, but I fancy it was over the question of Nobby’s grandmother.

“‘Wouldn’t that be a lie?’ sez a timid young chap of ‘H.’

“‘No,’ sez Nobby very indignantly, ‘that would be a piece of authoring.’

“Then he explained how Mossy was an author, an’ Boyle was an author, an’ nacherally the argument led up to money. In fact, all Nobby’s arguments lead up to money. It’s generally somebody else’s money, but it’s money, all the same.

“‘What you two chaps ought to do,’ sez Nobby to Boyle an’ Moss, ‘is to put your heads together an’ perduce something thick. See what I mean? Mossy could put down the things what he’d do, if the other chap would let him, an’ Boyle could put down some of the things what he sez he’s done. You could put it into the paper an’ make a lot of money out of it.’

“Accordin’ to Boyle the things he’d done, an’ been, before he joined the army would fill about twenty books as big as the Encyclo-what-d’ye-call-it. If he took a drop to drink an’ a feller started singin’ ‘White Wings,’ it used to remind him of the time when he was second mate of a lugger orf the coast of China; an’ if a feller sung ‘The Miner’s Dream of Home,’ he used to start cryin’ because it called back the days when he was in California at the diamond mines, where he found a nugget of diamond as big as a baby’s head. An’ it didn’t matter what you sung about or talked about, it always reminded Boyle of when he was there. I’ve seen him perfectly upset by seein’ an advertisement in the paper for an engine-driver wanted for Central Africa, because of something it made him think about.

“‘There was me, he sez, with tears in his eyes, ‘as it might be here. There was me brother Frank–afterwards made a doctor by special licence–an’ there was the King of the Central African Cannibals–old Oojy Moojy.’

“‘Will you surrender?’ sez the cannibal king.

“‘Never,’ I sez.

“‘Very well, then,’ sez the cannibal king. ‘I admire your pluck, pale-face, but I’ve got to do my duty,’ an’ he shouts, ‘Walloo, walloo, walloo!’ just like that, an’ out jumps about a thousand savage cannibals all gnashin’ their teeth by numbers.’

“The idea that Mossy and Boyle should write a book sort of caught on. Nobby said that the next day he’d go up an’ see the young chap that runs the Anchester Gazette. Sure enough me an’ Nobby went the next day, an’ the young editor chap asked us into his office.

“He’s a very nice chap with spectacles, an’ he knows me and Nobby.

“‘Hullo,’ he sez, ‘what’s your little game?’

“So Nobby told him about Boyle’s an’ Mossy’s new book. He seemed to like the idea.

“‘You tell the chap to come an’ see me–the Boyle chap,’ he sez; so me an’ Nobby went back to barracks, highly pleased with ourselves. Nobby made Boyle put down on a piece of paper that whatever he got from the Anchester Gazette he was to share with us. Boyle saw the editor, an’ when he come back to barracks Nobby asked how he’d got on.

“‘Fine,’ sez Boyle, as proud as a cat with two tails; I told him fifty yarns, an’ he had a feller writin’ it down in shorthand. He gave me a quid.’

“So we split up the money, an’ gave the coffee shop a bye. We was walkin’ down town–me an’ Nobby–when who should we run up against but the editor. As a matter of fact, he was on the other side of the road; but he smokes a cigar that you couldn’t mistake the smell of in a crowd.

“‘Ah,’ he sez, lookin’ at Nobby very hard, ‘you’re the man I wanted to see.’

“‘Oh!’ sez Nobby.

“‘Yes,’ sez the editor, ‘I wanted to thank you for sending Boyle to me–his stories are fine.’

“‘Yes,’ sez Nobby, very satisfied.

“‘Especially that one about you,’ sez the editor.

“The peaceful smile on Nobby’s face sort of rolled off.

“‘What one?’ sez Nobby.

“‘Why,’ sez the editor, ‘that one, where you and he were in Egypt, and you fell into the Nile an’ Boyle rescued you.’

“‘Oh, he did, did he?’ sez Nobby.

“‘Yes; and when you were ungrateful, lifted you by the seat of your trousers an’ chucked you back again.’

“‘Oh,’ sez Nobby, very blank.

“‘And a crocodile caught you by the leg an’ you cried for help, and Boyle said, “sing to the crocodile an’ make him sick.”’

“‘Excuse me,’ sez Nobby, and turns an’ walks off to barracks as fast as he could.

“We found Boyle, in the act of tellin’ a story about an elephant he killed on the Mississippi.

“‘Hold hard,’ sez Nobby,’ I’ve got a few words to say to you. What about that yarn you’ve been tellin’ the editor chap about me an’ the crocodile?’

“‘Oh, that!’ sez Boyle, in a light an’ airy way, ‘that’s a row-mance.’

“‘A author’s a author,’ sez Nobby, very stern, ‘but when you start authoring about me, you’re only a perishin’ liar,’ he sez.”




III. PRIVATE CLARK’S WILL

“NOBBY CLARK went to hospital mainly on account of fruit bein’ cheap,” explained Private Smithy, of the 1st Anchester Regiment.

“Him an’ another chap–a fellow named Beaky, of ‘H,’ went out into town one day, an’ brought back two pound of apples fresh from the orchard.

“Nobby said he bought ‘em, an’ told the farmer chap who came into barracks an’ said he could almost swear it was Nobby that he must have been mistaken.

“‘To prove my words,’ sez Nobby, very indignant, an’ pullin’ some money out of his pocket, ‘here’s tenpence. I went into town with one an’ tuppence, an’ that’s all I’ve got left.’

“The farmer went away grumblin’, an’ said he’d shoot any more thievin’ soldiers he found in his orchard, an’ Nobby said if the farmer chap wasn’t careful he’d make him prove his words.

“Nobby was ‘ighly delighted with the apples, an’ ate most of his share an’ half Beaky’s, an’ the consequence was that next mornin’ Nobby was carried orf to hospital, an’ the Medical Staff chap said that Nobby hadn’t got a boy’s chance.

“All the chaps was very sorry to hear about it, especially the sergeant cook,, who’s very sentimental, an’ keeps funeral cards of all his relations stuck up in the cook-house.

“‘I’m afraid,’ sez the sergeant cook, shakin’ his ‘ead mournful, ‘Nobby’s goin’ to leave us.’ An’ I tell you,” said Smithy, in a hushed voice, “when I heard him say that, it gave me a bit of a turn, for our sergeant cook’s very lucky at predictin’ things of that sort.

“I got a message from the hospital that Nobby wanted to see me, so I goes up. an’ there was poor old Nobby in a special ward by hisself , an’ bein’ treated so kindly by the Medical Staff chap that I knew it was serious.

“‘Hullo, Smithy,’ sez Nobby, an’ very weak an’ white he looked.

“‘Hullo, Nob,’ I sez, sadly, ‘how goes it?’

“Nobby shook his ‘ead with a sad smile. “‘I’m afraid I’m booked, Smithy,’ he sez.

”’ Cheer up,’ I sez; but Nobby took no notice, an’ didn’t speak for a bit.

“‘Smithy,’ he sez at last, bright’nin’ up a bit, ‘I think I’ll make a will.’

“‘What for?’ I sez.

“‘To leave somethin’.’

“‘Don’t worry about that,’ I sez, tryin’ to soothe him. ‘You’ll leave it, whether you make a will or not.’

“But Nobby wouldn’t be put orf, so I got a pen an’ a bit of paper an’ wrote what Nobby said.

“‘Put down that I’m a sound mind an’ understandin’.’

“‘Everybody knows that, Nobby,’ I sez, to cheer him up.

“‘Put down I leave all my kit to Private Murphy.’

“‘What for?’ I sez.

“‘They won’t fit you, anyway,’ sez Nobby.

“‘Put down I leave all my money to Smithy.’

“‘How much have you got?’ I sez.

“‘It ain’t what I’ve got,’ sez Nobby, ‘but what’s owed to me.’

“It appears from what Nobby said that ‘arf the regiment owed him money. Spud Murphy owned him one pound four an’ tuppence, Pug Taylor owned him nine an’ a penny, Tiny White owed him seven shillin’s–in fact, all the money that was owed to Nobby took up two sheets of paper.

“I noticed, though,” Smithy hastened to explain, “that the fellers who owed Nobby money were fellers he wasn’t very friendly with.

“At last Nobby signed the will an’ gave it to me.

“‘Take it,’ he sez, ‘an’ go out an’ see if you can get ‘old of any of the money these fellers owe to their pore dyin’ comrade.’ So I shook hands with Nobby an’ went back to barracks.

“I put it about that Nobby’d made a will an’ told the chaps I was goin’ to read it to ‘em in the canteen that night, an’ there was a big gatherin’, because Nobby’s a very popular chap.

“I started readin’ it, an’, when I got to the bit where Nobby left all his kit to Spud Murphy, Spud got very sentimental, an’ said Nobby was a honest, straightforward feller, who wouldn’t ‘urt a fly.’

“Then I got to the part where Nobby left all his money to me, an’ all the chaps who knew Nobby hadn’t got anything to leave come forward and said Nobby had done the right thing.

“Then I read a bit further, an’ gave a list of the fellers who owed Nobby money, an’ a sort of silence fell on the crowd, and Billy Mason, who’s name wasn’t on the list, stepped up, an’ said, ‘Friends an’ comrades all: I hope the chaps who owe money to pore old Nobby will be men enough to pay their debts to our departed comrade’–which was a very nice speech.

“Spud was a bit dazed.

“‘Nobby ain’t departed yet,’ he sez; ‘read that little bit again, Smithy.’ So I did.

“‘One pound four an’ tuppence,’ sez Spud, agitated. ‘I don’t owe no one pound four an’ tuppence, an’ what’s more, I ain’t goin to pay.’

“All the fellers in the crowd who wasn’t on the list shouted ‘Shame!’ an’ Billy Mason, shuttin’ his eyes, stepped forward, an’ sez, ‘Friends an’ comrades all: I hope the chaps who owe money to pore old Nobby will come forward like men an’ pay their debts to our gallant comrade who fills a soldiers grave.’

“‘You shut up!’ snapped Spud; ‘you don’t owe him anything, an’ I keep on tellin’ you he’s not departed, an’ he don’t fill anything–except hisself with green apples. I ain’t goin’ to pay!’

“An’ some of the other fellers on the list said the same.

“One or two of ‘em, though, paid up like gentlemen, an’ said they didn’t remember borrowin’ it, but they supposed it was all right.

“But Spud was wild, an’ wilder still next day when it got all over barracks that he was tryin’ to rob a dyin’ comrade.

“He come to me an’ said that before he paid he’d see pore Nobby–he didn’t say ‘pore Nobby’–to the other end of Hull, but I wouldn’t argue with him.

“‘You know your own conscience best,’ I sez. ‘I don’t think I’d risk bein’ haunted for the sake of a miserable one pound four an’ tuppence; an’ Spud got very wild, an’ went over to the hospital an’ asked if him an’ Pug Taylor could see Nobby.

“They got permission, an found Nobby lookin’ very bad.

“‘Look here, Nobby,’ sez Spud as soon as he got in the ward, ‘what about this money?’

“‘What money?’ sez Nobby in a tiny, weak, squeaky kind of voice.

“‘The money you say I owe you,’ sez Spud.

“Nobby groaned.

“‘What do you mean by sayin’ I owe you money?’ sez Spud, very wild.

“Nobby shook his head, very weary.

“‘I’m surprised at you, Nobby,’ sez Pug Taylor, sorrerful, ‘saying I borrered nine shillin’s to send to my pore old mother. I ain’t got no relations.’

“But Nobby only groaned.

“‘You must have been wanderin’ in your head,’ sez Pug.

“‘No, I warn’t,’ sez Nobby, very quick. ‘Don’t try to get out of it that way. I was of sound mind an’ understanding wasn’t I, Smithy?’

“‘Never more so,’ I sez, prompt.

“‘Fancy a man,’ sez Spud, ‘a man layin’ on a bed of sickness, tellin’ a lie like that! Where do you expect to go to, Nobby?’

“‘Don’t worry me, Spud,’ sez Nobby; ‘don’t disturb my last day or so. Pay Smithy what you owe me, an’ say no more about it,’ an’ then Nobby began to groan an’ make faces. Spud picks up his cap an’ glares at Nobby.

“‘Don’t you make no mistake, Nobby,’ sez Spud; ‘I ain’t goin’ to pay it, whether you ‘aunt me or not.’

“‘You’ve got a hard ‘art,’ sez Nobby, feebly; an’ Spud came back to barracks wilder than ever.

“Next day I went up see Nobby.

“He was sittin’ up in an arm-chair readin’.

“‘Hullo, Smithy,’ he sez, ‘how much did you collect on the will?’

“‘Seven an’ fourpence ha’penny,’ I sez.

“‘Hold on to it,’ sez Nobby; ‘I shall be out of hospital to-morrow.’”




IV. ON ADVERTISING

“THERE was a bit in the paper the other day,” said Private Smith, “about a regiment bein’ bathed once week accordin’ to regulations. I don’t know whether it’s true that it won’t wash itself regular, but I do know this, that before our colonel went an’ advertised the regiment by sayin’ it didn’t like soap an’ water, he’d shoot hisself.

“There was a feller in ours once who used to dig up bits of Latin and French, an’ he had one what said, ‘Hot tongs, hot more,’* which meant that people are different nowadays to what they used to be.

[* Autres temps, autres moeurs.]

“I’ve known the time when colonels used to go swaggerin’ up to the War Office pretendin’ their regiment was the only real regiment in the army, an’ that all the others was likely at any minute to go all into a gallopin’ decline as soon as they was asked to do hard work. But nowadays that’s all changed. Most of the colonels are ‘army reformers.’

“It’s a sort of a game. The War Office calls all the colonels together an’ sez–

“‘Well, gentlemen, I suppose you know the Army’s rotten? If you don’t you haven’t been readin’ the papers. Now, I want to know what you chaps have been doin’ for your country.’

“Up speaks one gallant old feller–

“‘I wrote an article for the Friday Review showin’ how all the men are drawn from the criminal classes.’

“‘Good,’ says the War Office, ‘I’ll make you a general.’

“Then another hero speaks up–

“‘I put a bit in the Times, about their not bein’ as good as the German soldiers.’

“‘Very good, indeed,’ says the War Office. ‘I’ll put you in charge of the Intelligence Department–because you know a lot about Germans,’ it sez.

“‘I made a speech at a dog show,’ sez another scarred warrior,’ I said that British soldiers was naturally dirty, an’ wouldn’t take baths.’

“‘Splendid!’ sez the War Office. ‘Will you have a V.C. or a pension?’

“‘A pension,’ sez the hero, quick, ‘payable in advance.’

“To be a real Army reformer,” Smithy went on, “you’ve got to start out with the idea that things couldn’t be any worse than they are, an’ you can’t see how they’re goin’ to be better. Then you’ll please both sides, an’ get a reputation for bein’ a deep thinker. But the great thing is to keep your name in front of the public so that when a war does come along, the newspapers will say, ‘We strongly recommend that the foolish an’ old-fashioned generals now in the field be recalled, an’ Major-General Gass-Hometer, the celebrated author of Should Soldiers Be Disinfected? be immediately placed in command.’

“It don’t matter whether you’re a fighter so long as you’re a writer, an’ it don’t matter what you write, books or articles, or damnsilly orders, so long as it gets talked about.

“We had a feller in our battalion by the name of Hawkey–one of the nicest chaps you’d meet in a day’s march. The only thing about Hawkey that was in any way wrong, was the fact that he was always livin’ in a fret an’ worry that he was wastin’ his opportunities. He used to mark off the days that passed without anything happenin’ to him with a big O.

“He was the chap that taught me about the newspapers.

“If you don’t get your name into print you might as well be dead,’ he sez, an’ I must say he got his name in often enough.

“Once he was A Young Soldier Cured of Indigestion by Wilkins’ Wafers, once he was A Fighting Soldier Cured of Nervousness by Nappers’ Nervo. Another time there was a bit in the paper about him–how he always took a cup of Jeef Buice before goin’ on guard. So what with bein’ Made A New Man one week, an’ being Saved from Death another week, Hawkey had a good time–in fact, he was the most celebrated man in the regiment for a while, an’ every bloomin’ post brought letters from old ladies askin’ him if he could recommend anything for warts.

“Nobby Clark ain’t what I might call a jealous feller as a rule, but Hawkey’s success got him a bit on the raw, especially as Hawkey began to put on side an’ start givin’ medical advice on the strength of his cures. So when I saw Nobby thinkin’, an’ thinkin’, very hard one day, I knew he had a scheme.

“He started readin’ the newspapers which, as there wasn’t any murders goin’ on just about then, showed he was hatchin’ something.

“Sure enough, about two weeks after, all the London papers came out with a lot of stuff about Nobby, with his photograph. How he suffered for years with Pains in the Head after Drinkin’, an’ Pains in the Legs after Marchin’, an’ Pains in the Arms after Carryin’ Coal. An’ how he always felt tired at night. an’ never wanted to get up in the mornin’s, but after takin’ two bottles of Swink’s Tonic he was a New Man.

“As soon as it got round barracks that Nobby was goin’ to put himself up against Hawkey in the advertisin’ line there was wild excitement. Most of the fellers backed Hawkey.

“‘It stands to reason,’ sez Spud Murphy, ‘that Nobby ain’t got harf a chance against Hawkey. Look how well Hawkey’s name is known! He’s been cured of fits an’ cured of dyspepsia, an’ cured of pains in the back for years an’ years.’

“Hawkey opened the fight next week. There was a long account in the papers of how he was bald from his youth, havin’ been born so, but, thanks to one bottle of Hair Jam his hair grew so fast now that it wanted cuttin’ every two hours.

“Nobby wasn’t a bit downhearted. His account came out in all the London and Manchester papers of how, years ago, he’d broken his neck in three places, but thanks to Malted Embrocation, he was now able to turn his head right round.

“Then Hawkey came out with a bit that started ‘Years ago I was worn to a skeleton by fever and wounds. I was so thin that when the sergeant saw me sideways he reported me absent.’ An’ went on to tell about the benefit he got out of Fattem’s Cod Liver Oil.

“Nobby soon replied to that. The papers had columns an’ columns headed, ‘Obesity in Barracks: Soldier who was about to be invalided out of the Service for Fatness cured by taking Smiler’s Shadow Tablets!’

“Every new paper that came out had something about Nobby or Hawkey in it. Nobby’s was the best because he showed so much what I might call originality He didn’t stick to medicines like Hawkey did, but dodged about.

“Once he appeared in print like this–

“‘DEAR SIR, I send you one of your celebrated 7s. 6d. keyless gold watches, what I carried with me through the war. It kept good time, and was so regular in its habits that after a bit I got it to wind itself.–Yours truly,

“‘PRIVATE CLARK, 1st Anchester Regiment.’

“Nobby bought the old watch from a feller for sixpence, and by return the Watch Company sent him a new one as a little present.

“Then Nobby wrote about fountain pens, an’ boots, an’ muscle developers, an’ things of that sort, so naturally he got a bit ahead of old Hawkey, who couldn’t get out of the medicine way of writin’.

“In fact it was Nobby that scored all along the line, and, what’s more, after a little time, he got a jolly sight cleverer at Hawkey’s own line of business than Hawkey was hisself–namely, in the patent medicine way.

“In my opinion, the best thing he ever done was how he broke down from brain work an’ had to be carried to parade on a stretcher, but three go’s of Little Champion Lung Polish re-ju-vern-ated him. That was only one of the long words he used–he was a long time makin’ up that letter with the help of a dictionary–‘reciprocated’ was one, and ‘rehabilitated’ was another, an’ ‘revivify’ was another. You see he opened the dictionary at ‘re ‘ an’ never got away from it.

“It was the last one Nobby did as a matter of fact.

“It was gettin’ near the furlough season an’ soon after this fine letter of Nobby’s appeared, the Lung Polish people put it in the paper under the heading: ‘A modem Miracle: Soldier’s Sad Story of Sickness and Suffering.’ Nobby paraded at orderly room with a lot of other chaps for leave of absence.

“The adjutant saw ‘em one by one, an’ told ‘em they could have their passes, or else they couldn’t, as the case might be.

“When it came to Nobby’s turn the adjutant sez–

“‘Oh! Private Clark?’

“‘Yes, sir,’ sez Nobby.

“‘What do you want ‘

“‘A furlough, please, sir,’ sez Nobby.

“The adjutant looks at him in amazement.

“‘A furlough? ‘ he sez.

“‘Yes, sir,’ sez Nobby.

“‘What!’ sez the adjutant in astonishment; ‘go on leave? In your sorry state?’

“‘Haven’t you got pains in your feet, an’ pains in your head?’ sez the adjutant.

“‘Thanks to Lung Polish–’ sez Nobby.

“‘Won’t you have horrid fits of nerves an’ can’t sleep at night?’ sez the adjutant, who appeared to have been readin’ the papers.

“‘I used to,’ sez Nobby, ‘but thanks to Bright’s Nerve Pills, I’m–’

“‘An’, sez the adjutant, ‘am I right in believin’ that you suffer from shortness of breath and palpitation?’

“‘Years ago,’ sez Nobby, very agitated, I used to, but, thanks to Bilker’s Breath Beans, I am now a new–’

“The adjutant shook his head.

“‘No,’ he sez; ‘I can’t give a furlough. I can’t let you loose on the world to spread all those diseases among innocent people. I want you here–under my eye,’ he sez, so that if the worst comes to the worst we can bury you with military honours,’ he sez.”




V. ON PROMOTION

“FELLERS who got on in the world,” said Smithy sagely, “don’t give themselves airs as a rule. It’s the fellers that think they’ve got on. Me an’ Nobby went to a ‘do’ in the town the other night. It was a lecture business with a magic lantern about Niagara Falls. The chap who gave the lecture was the head reporter on the Wigshire Chronicle and Anchester County Gazette.

“From what I could hear, he got a free pass to Canada on some ship or other. He was there two weeks, an’ what he don’t know about Canada now ain’t worth knowin’. A young chap who sat next to me an’ Nobby said he was a decent feller before he went, but since he’s come back, his head’s so big that he has had to have a bit let into his hat.

“I’ve known fellers who’ve got on to such an extent that they don’t really know how much they owe. An’ do they give themselves airs? Not a bit. It’s ‘Have a drink, Smithy,’ an’ ‘Put it down to me, miss,’ just as friendly as possible. An’ it ain’t always what a man becomes that makes him hefty-headed, it’s what he dreams of becomin’. When a feller’s had a good word from the Colonel, an’ walks about barracks seein’ hisself with the sergeant-major’s gold crown on his sleeve, he’s a big sight more cocky than he is when the bloomin’ warrant comes along.

“My experience is that a chap who’s a private is a perfect little gentleman till some one gives him a stripe an makes him a lance-corporal. If he’s got anything bad in him that’s the time it comes out. Between the officer an’ the man there ain’t any middle-grades really. Non-commissioned officers I’ve never had no use for. They’re mostly chaps who’ve polished up their school-board education to get out of the hard work that a Tommy has got to do.

“So when I see a nice, bright young feller suddenly give up playin’ the goat, an’ wearin’ a worried, don’t-come-near-me look, I know he’s doomed for the stripe, and cut him off my visiting list, so to speak. But the most ‘orrid thing that ever happened come about three weeks ago. On that very day I sez to Nobby–

“‘Comin’ down town to-night, Nob?’

“‘No,’ sez Nobby, quick and short.

“I looks at him for a bit, for there was something is his eye I didn’t like.

“‘Why not?’ I sez.

“‘Never mind why not,’ he sez, as short as ever.

“‘Got no money?’ I sez.

“‘Never Mind,’ he sez.

“‘Are you a prisoner or anything?’ I sez anxiously

“‘Never mind,’ he sez.

Then the ‘orrid truth broke over me.

“‘Nobby,’ I gasps, ‘Nobby, they ain’t goin’ to make corporal of you, are they?’

“‘They are,’ he sez and stalks away.

“I tell you, I was upset something awful. Me an’ old Nobby have been pals for years, an I never thought it would come to this. Now I understood a lot. Why Nobby wouldn’t join me and Swank Roberts when we went down town to clear out the Peacock. Why Nobby kept away from the canteen for hours at a time.

“It was all over barracks before long that Nobby was goin’ to get promotion, an’ fellers come from all parts to look at Nobby to see what a corporal looked like before he was born. Nobby took no notice, sittin’ on his bed-cot pretending to read Every Soldier’s Guide to Promotion, an’ the fellers who come in one by one to ask him if it was true got a short answer.

“‘I asked you a civil question,’ sez Spud Murphy.

“‘An’ I’ve give you a civil answer,’ snaps Nobby, still pretending to read his book.

“‘You might call it civil,’ sez Spud, ‘but when I tell a chap to go to where you told me to go to, I don’t reckon I’m bein’ polite.’

“Nobby said nothing.

“‘Is it true,’ sez Spud, ‘that you’re going to be a corporal?’

“‘It is,’ sez Nobby. ‘I’ve told you once.’

“‘Well, all I can say,’ sez Spud, very gloomy, is that the Army’s goin’ to the dogs. What are they goin’ to make you a corporal for–your good looks?’

“Nobby got wilder an’ wilder, but said nothing.

“‘Have they run short of soldiers?’ sez Spud aggravatingly.

“Nobby got up quick, and Spud scooted.

“Pug Wilson come in some time after.

“‘Hello, Nobby,’ sez Pug sorrowfully, ‘so they’ve caught you, have they?’

“‘Whatcher mean?’ sez Nobby, very fierce.

“‘Ain’t it true, then?’ sez Pug anxiously, ‘or has some one been tellin’ lies about your being made corporal?’

“‘Of course it’s true,’ sez Nobby.

“‘Pore old Nobby,’ sez Pug, wipin’ his eyes, and walked sadly away.

“Nobby was very sore at the way chaps went on.

“‘Look here, Smithy,’ he sez, ‘when I’m a corporal I’ll teach these fellers to talk to their superior,’ he sez.

“‘A fat lot you’ll do,’ I sez. ‘You’ll be hitting somebody an’ losing your stripe before you’ve had it a week.’

“Two mornings afterwards it came out in orders that our bold Nobby was to get the ‘dog’s leg,’* and the square wasn’t big enough to hold Nobby as he walked across to the canteen.

[* So called from the shape of the corporal’s chevron.]

“I met him half-way over.

“‘Hello, Nobby,’ I sez.

“‘Corporal Clark, if you please,’ sez Nobby, hoity-toitily.

“‘Never mind your bloomin’ title,’ I sez, ‘are you going to wet the stripe?’

“Nobby waved his hand in his grand way.

“‘I don’t drink with privates,’ he sez, ‘only with men of me own rank,’ an’ he turned into the corporals’ room.

“When I got into the canteen I was so knocked over by Nobby’s disgusting behaviour that I drank out of the first pot I could find.

“‘Hold hard, Smithy,’ sez Spud. That’s my beer when you’ve done with it.’

“‘Never mind about your beer,’ I sez bitterly, ‘I’ve lost a pal what’s turned into a serpent.’

“We had a long talk about Nobby’s promotion. It was a sort of meeting like Nobby used to have when he was respectable.

“‘I can’t understand Nobby taking the stripe,’ sez Pug. ‘Where’s he going to get his money from–corporals ain’t allowed to swindle nobody.’

“The end of our discussion was that corporal or no corporal, Nobby had to be taken down a peg or two.

“Next morning, there was Nobby on parade in the corporals’ rank, a-twisting his moustache and frowning like anything.

He hadn’t got many orders to give, but he managed to get in a few remarks, such as, ‘Now then, Wilson, look to your front,’ an’ ‘Stop talking there,’ an’ ‘Don’t scratch your nose in the ranks, Smithy,’ till I felt like turning round and smacking him in the eye.

“When we got back to the barrack-room the fun began. We were all in before Nobby and waited. By and by in came his nibs, and Spud Murphy shouted, ‘T’shun!’ and we all stood to attention. Nobby got red, and frowned worse than ever.

“‘None of your cheek,’ he sez.

“‘No, sir,’ sez Spud, saluting.

“‘Look here, Murphy,’ sez Nobby, very hot, ‘don’t you come your funny games with me, or I’ll give you a wipe–I mean I’ll put you in the guard-room.

“‘Yes, sir,’ sez Spud, saluting again.

“‘And don’t you call me “sir,”’ sez Nobby very fierce. ‘Call me corporal, you putty-faced–I mean you disrespectful feller.’

“Just then Pug came up and saluted.

“Any orders, Colonel,’ he sez, saluting.

“Nobby was choking wild. You see, he was too much of a private to sneak, and he wasn’t enough of a corporal to do the N.C.O. act.

We made his blooming life a misery for the next two days. If any of us met him when nobody was about, we used to salute him, Spud went down on his knees once an’ tapped his head on the ground as Nobby passed.

“‘Get up, you perishing recruit,’ sez Nobby, ‘or I’ll put you in the guard-room.’

“But Spud still knelt, sayin’, ‘Hail, hail, great chief,’ and things like that, till Nobby, looking round to see if anybody was in sight, took a fine drop kick at him.

“That rather upset the saluting business, but Vaney, who picked up a little bit of foreign language when he was on the motor-bus, started the ‘Mong.’ It appears, from what Vaney sez–and its probably a lie–in the French Army, when a private talks to the colonel or the company officer, he sez ‘Mong.’

“Nobby told Vaney to do something one morning–Vaney’s just been transferred to our company–and Vaney sez, ‘Wee, wee, mong Colonel.’

“‘What’s that?’ sez Nobby quick, so Vaney repeated it.

“‘I want none of your cheek,’ sez Nobby.

“‘That ain’t cheek,’ sez Vaney.

“‘What is it, then?’ sez Nobby, who didn’t know more than the man in the moon.

“‘It’s French,’ sez Vaney.

“‘Well, don’t do it,’ sez Nobby sternly.

“The ‘mong’ business was a great success. We monged ‘Nobby till he nearly cried.

“‘Smithy,’ he sez to me one day, very solemn, if I have much more of this I shall do something pretty bad.’

“‘Will you, mong Nobby?’ I sez.

“‘Yes, I will, mong fathead,’ he snaps, and went away.

“I’ve always said about Nobby that he’s got second-sight. He sez so hisself; in fact, when he was a little boy he had to wear spectacles for it. So when he said that something was going to happen, I knew it was coming true. It came about in an unexpected way.

“Me and Pug Wilson was down town one night. It was pay night, and Saturday night, too, and there was trouble in the blooming air. Just before we left barracks we had to call at the guard-room to get our passes. While we was there in came the Provost Corporal and said that Billy Mason was in town drinking like a fish. So the sergeant of the guard passed the word and got down the biggest pair of handcuffs he could find, and unlocked a cell door all ready for Billy. In the town we passed the picket, looking sad, and Pug said to me–

“‘Smithy, I smell blood.’ And I could smell it. too.

“It’s a rum thing how affairs came about. Me and Pug passed a pleasant evening doing nothing, and we was coming back, talking about what a rotten place Anchester was, with the pubs closing at ten, when we heard the picket coming toward us at the double. As they went running past I saw that Nobby was in charge, and one of the chaps called out, ‘Billy’s got a rough house at the Phoenix.’

So me and Pug went back to see the fun. There was a little crowd outside the public, and inside we could hear Billy’s voice and broken glass.

“Nobby pushed through the crowd, and I went into the bar with the picket. Billy, with his tunic off, was at the other end of the bar-room with a chair in his hand.

“‘Hello, Nobby,’ he sez through his teeth, an’ I could see he had one of his mad fits on.

“‘Hello, Billy,’ sez Nobby quietly; ‘come out of this, old son.’

“‘What are you going to do?’

“‘Put you in the clink,’ sez Nobby.

“‘How many of you?’ sez Billy, gettin’ a grip of the chair.

“‘Put that chair down, an I’ll do it myself,’ sez Nobby, who is a rare feller for meetin’ trouble half-way.

“Then before he knew what was going to happen, Bill dropped the chair, and landing out caught Nobby a whack on the jaw that floored him, It’s serious business to strike a corporal, an’ when Billy saw what he’d done, it sobered him,

“As Nobby picked himself up, there was a stir at the doorway, and the Provost Sergeant pushed his way through.

“‘Make that man a prisoner,’ sez Nobby to the picket as quick as anything, and the picket closed round Billy, who was as quiet as a lamb.

“‘Hello,’ sez the Police Sergeant; ‘what’s this–did this man strike you, Corporal Clark?’

“‘No,’ sez Nobby.

“‘What’s that mark on your face?’

“‘A birthmark,’ sez Nobby, quick as lightning.

“When Billy came up at the orderly room he got ten days, an’ the Colonel said that if he’s struck Nobby he’d have put him back for a Court Martial. But Nobby swore and swore that Billy didn’t lift his hands. After Billy got his dose, Nobby went into the Colonel’s office

“At dinner-time, when we was all together in the canteen, talking about Nobby an’ saying what a decent chap he was, in he walked.

“Spud was the first to do the handsome. He ups with his pot an’ handed it over.

“‘Here you are, Corporal,’ he sez ‘drink hearty, an’ let by-gones be by-gones.’

“Nobby took the pot.

“‘Not so much of the Corporal,’ he sez, and then I saw his stripe had gone. ‘I’ve given it up. Private’s good enough for me. I like a rank where, if a feller hits me, I can hit him back.’”




VI. NO. 2 MAGAZINE

“LOTS of fellows go home for Christmas, but lots more stay in barracks an’ enjoy themselves,” said Private Smith, who is spending a few days with me just now, “After all, going home for Christmas ain’t much catch unless you’ve got a lot of pals with you. An uncle of mine asked me home two years ago. He said he’d come into a lot of money and wanted to do me well, but the feller the money belonged to found him out, and I only see poor Uncle Tim now on visiting days. He’s in what Nobby calls the Civil Service.

“Give me barracks at Christmas time. There ain’t a happier, light-hearteder lot of fellers than ‘B’ Company on Christmas Day, when everything’s free, drinks included. Last year was the most excitin’ Christmas we’s ever had, more especially because of our pantomime what Nobby Clark got up, ‘ The Babes in the Wood, or Princess Blue Bell.’

“It was all Nobby’s idea, and he went an’ saw the Adjutant about it, and the Adjutant gave permission. We rigged the library up just like a real, first-class London theatre, and you wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference. Real limelight, a real band in front, and sawdust on the floor, and armchairs for the officers–it was fine.

“We thought of getting real young ladies to play the parts, but Nobby said that that was carrying the thing a bit too far, so we made Nobby play the part of the Fairy Queen, and Tiny White and Big Harvey was the two babes in the wood. Nobby got a feller named Ginger, who makes poetry, to help to write the pantomime. Ginger’s the chap who wrote that bit about the wreck of the Birkenhead. I forget how it goes, but the first verse starts–

 

O, Comrades bold, come gather round,

And I will tell to thee,

A story of a gallant deed

Upon the briny sea.

 

“It’s a fine poem, and I wonder somebody hasn’t took it up an’ put it in the papers. Well, from what Nobby sez, all pantomimes are writ in verse, and the way him and Ginger wrote that blooming panto was a marvel. The first scene was the ‘Lower Regions.’ Nobby sez all good pantomimes start in hell an’ end nowhere.

“The Demon King was a chap named Jaggers, and he had to start–

O, comrades bold, come gather round

And listen to my awful sound.

“You see, Ginger can’t write anything unless it starts ‘O, comrades bold,’ it’s a sort of habit.

“Nobby had hard work making the chaps remember the bits they had to say. Spud Murphy was a sort of fairy godmother, and his bit went–

O, comrades bold, you see in me

A little fairy gay and free.

But Spud couldn’t think what came after that, and Nobby used to get so wild that I thought he’d have a stroke.

“‘Spud,’ he sez, very solemn, ‘if I’ve told you once I’ve told you six times that you’ve got to say to me–
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