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PREFACE

ELSEWHERE I have observed that the primary and only legitimate function of a work of fiction is to furnish entertainment to the reader; but that if this function is duly discharged there can be no harm in an author’s artfully and unostentatiously insinuating into his work a certain amount of matter having a more serious purpose. Even a book written in so light a vein as is the present “disreputable autobiography” may have a serious message for the sufficiently thoughtful reader; and it is of the subject of that message that I should like to speak.

Those who are familiar with the practice of the Court of Criminal Appeal may find in chapter XII. something reminiscent of an actual case that was once heard in it. More than this, I suppose I had better not say; but I may be permitted to express the hope that those who are concerned in the administration of the law will subject to the most jealous and searching scrutiny all finger-print evidence that is not fully corroborated. The wild and dangerous statement made many years ago by Galtan that a finger-print furnishes “evidence requiring no corroboration” seems to have been accepted even in high legal quarters. But it is utterly untrue. A finger-print, duly attested by the evidence of a witness, has an evidential value equal to that of the testimony of the particular witness. An unwitnessed finger-print has no value at all until it has been proved that it really is a finger-print and not a fraudulent imitation; which can be done only by the evidence of some person who witnessed its production. A fraud that is so easy calls for safeguards at least equal to those set up against the more difficult fraud of a false signature.

That is all I have to say. Now I will “holde my pees” and let the reader get on with the story.

R. A. F. Halton Camp West, Bucks,

July, 1916




I. THE CHANGELING

“Methinks you are my glass, and not my brother;

I see by you I am a sweet-fac’d youth.”

–Comedy of Errors

 

WHAT a world of trouble would be saved if people would only be honest!

The thought–a little obvious, perhaps–occurs to me again and again as I sit in leisured retirement, compiling (with a certain retrospective satisfaction) these records of an ill-spent life; and I reflect with increasing wonder on the tolerance of mankind for those social vermin who batten on the industry of their fellows.

What a simple and pleasant life it would be if there were none but honest men! The costly machinery of the law would be unnecessary, the labourer would reap the harvest of his effort, commerce would thrive unhindered–and, incidentally, these chronicles would never have been written.

For the whole disastrous train of events herein set forth arose out of the dishonesty of Tom Nagget. But for Tom, my life might–mind, I don’t say it would, but it might–have been one of productive industry, laborious, uneventful, and probably devilish dull.

A rather mysterious person was Tom Nagget. By his own account he was connected with “Scrubb’s Handbook,” a guide to the hotels and hydros of the United Kingdom. But no one had ever seen this work of reference; and this fact, together with the singular fluctuations in Tom’s financial condition, formed the subject of curious comment among the little coterie that used to gather round the fire in Joe Dalby’s studio.

That was in Tom’s absence, of course. When he was present the company was regaled with accounts of gay doings at fashionable hotels and seaside resorts not entirely unconnected with the feminine denizens thereof. To all of which we were accustomed to listen with outward scorn and secret envy.

The crucial event of my life occurred soon after the Enesdale Motor Company had dispensed with my services. Being then without employment, and uncommonly short of funds, the natural thing appeared to be to take a few days at the seaside; and thus, following the dictates of Nature, I had just taken a ticket for Hunsgate-on-Sea, when who should come pushing through the crowd but Tom Nagget, figged out in a smart grey suit, exactly similar to my own, and carrying a brand-new suit-case marked with the initials D.B.

Now, I did not wish to travel with Tom. I am a rather solitary man, and, besides, I was travelling first class.

When one is hard up it is agreeable and reassuring to travel first class; and really it is a quite inexpensive luxury if one is content to make shift with a third-class ticket. So I allowed Tom to push through to the platform, and, when I had seen him safely bestowed (in a “third” forward), I waited for the train to start, and then hopped into a first smoker.

But though absent, Tom was not forgotten. In the solitude of my compartment I ruminated upon the cryptic characters that I had read on his suitcase. “D.B.” were the letters, and obviously they had no connection with his lawful name; for even a Scotchman could hardly contrive to wriggle a D into Thomas, or a B into Nagget. And, seeing that the suit-case was new, and the lettering freshly painted, there could be little doubt that the falsification was deliberate. Thomas was up to something.

As to the similarity of his clothes to mine, there was nothing in that. It is true that he wore a straw “boater,” a grey flannel suit, and brown boots, and so did I; but then so, also, did fifty per cent of the young men who had entered the train. This is a machine-made age.

But the similarity in dress reminded me of another much more curious resemblance. The fact is that Tom and I were as like as two peas, and yet, oddly enough, no one but Joe Dalby had ever noticed the likeness. But Joe was a sculptor, accustomed to dissociate form from colour, and he viewed us with an unbiassed, monochromatic eye.

“If I were to model a bust of you, and one of Tom,” he said, when he revealed to me this lusus naturae, “you couldn’t tell one from t’other. You are like a couple of chessmen or billiard-balls, only distinguishable by your respective colours.”

And Joe was right. I realised it at once when he pointed it out. In the shape of head, in features, even in our light-grey eyes, we were identical. But whereas my head-covering was of the golden or flaxen type, poor Tom’s cranium was disfigured by a crop of jet-black hair, with heavy eyebrows to match. It was a thousand pities, for otherwise he would have been a really good-looking fellow. But it was not only our heads that were similar: in height, in build, and in carriage we were singularly alike; and though I bear Thomas no special goodwill, I will do him the justice to say that a better set-up, smarter, or more elegant young man you wouldn’t wish to see.

Reflection on this natural phenomenon led to speculation. Since the difference between us was mainly of colour, and colour is mutable, it could be removed. Black hair can be bleached by peroxide to the semblance of golden; golden hair can be dyed black. Supposing I were to dye my hair black, where would be the difference between us? There would be none. By the casual stranger, at least, we should be indistinguishable.

Suppose, for instance, that I presented myself, thus transformed, at Thomas’s boarding-house, and engaged a room. What a to-do there would be! And what a mighty frustration of the schemes of the secretive Thomas! I leaned back on the cushion, and shouted with laughter. Dromio of Camden Town and Dromio of Bloomsbury! The possibilities were really excruciating.

And, after all, why not? Hair-dye is cheap, and there is no law against using it. Why not convert this brilliant possibility into an actuality?

The more I turned over the idea the better I liked it. I am not an inquisitive man, but I must admit that the mysterious doings of Tom Nagget piqued my curiosity. He was so secret about himself, and such a boastful bounder, too.

“I’ll do it!” I decided, at length. “Yes; by Jove, I will!” And, the momentous resolution formed, I fell to making my plans.

The boarding-house scheme I rejected on consideration, for the cat would be out of the bag at once, and Tom would be on his guard. It would be better to watch him from a safe distance, and keep him unaware of his dual personality. Then, when the chance presented itself, I could wade in and make things hum.

As the train slowed down in Hunsgate Station, I grasped my rug and holdall and sprang out, shutting the door after me–a wise precaution when one has a third-class ticket. Then I plunged into the crowd and kept a wary eye on Tom until he bustled out of the station, when I, too, emerged and strolled down the High Street in search of a tea-shop. There was no scarcity of these establishments, but I am somewhat fastidious in the matter of tea, and the rather fly-blown aspect of those that I encountered repelled me. Suddenly my attention was arrested by a shop-window from which a wax bust looked out inanely on the street. The bust represented a gentleman of a suety complexion with glossy black hair (which reminded me strongly of Tom Nagget), and was guarded by a battalion of bottles each of which bore on its label the mystic word “Snatcho” above the portrait of a person resembling a hairy Ainu.

I made a mental note of the shop, and, when I had consumed a substantial tea, I returned and entered boldly. The presiding genius of the place, an elderly man whose head suggested a billiard-ball which had been the subject of unsuccessful experiments with Snatcho, leered at me inquiringly.

“Have you got any black hair-dye?” I asked.

“Yes, sir,” he replied with a glance of, not unnatural, surprise at my golden locks.

“I want to dye my hair black,” I said, “but only temporarily. I want some stuff that I can clean off without difficulty when I’ve done with it.”

“Ah! Then the ‘Balm of Ethiopia’ will suit you, sir. It resists soap and water perfectly, but can be removed in a few minutes with a little methylated spirit.”

“Is it difficult to put on?” I asked.

“The application of a dye,” he answered, “requires skill and experience. The hair must be coloured to the roots, but the skin must not be stained. Perhaps,” he added, “as you only require a single application, you would be wiser to entrust the operation to me.”

With this suggestion I at once fell in. The hairdresser conducted me to a secret chamber behind the shop, whence I emerged a quarter of an hour later, hideously and wonderfully transformed, As I stood opposite a pier-glass waiting for my change, I seemed to be the subject of some horrible enchantment, for the figure that stared out at me from the mirror bore no resemblance to me, but was beyond all question that of Tom Nagget. Even my eyebrows had spread out into the semblance of small moustaches, and only Providence preserved my cheeks and lip intact. For I am what is described as clean-shaven, though, as a matter of fact, I do not shave. There is no need. Nature, satisfied with her handiwork, has forborne to disfigure my countenance with bristles.

As I staggered out into the street it seemed to me that all eyes were fixed on me. Of course they were not. It was merely my natural self-consciousness, though a good many people did look at me–especially the women and girls more so than usual, I thought, though this must have been a delusion. Still, they did look, and with obvious approval, strange to say; and though I despised their lack of taste, I did not repulse them. A good-looking shopgirl at a draper’s door ogled me as I passed, and I winked in response; a buxom housemaid who was cleaning a window smiled down at me engagingly, and I kissed my hand. It was shockingly bad form, I admit, and very different from my usual modest and gentlemanly behaviour. But, of course, good or bad form was no concern of mine; it was entirely Tom Nagget’s affair.

After the crowded High Street, it was a relief to come down to the sea-front, though that was pretty crowded, too, for the tide was up, and the population of the sands had overflowed on to the esplanade. However, there remained a slip of uncovered sand between the margin of the surf and the row of bathing machines that had been hauled up for the day, and here I strolled up and down for a while, considering my plan of action.

Suddenly, I noticed the people, with one accord, scuttling like rabbits towards the town, a phenomenon that was easily explained by a smart patter of raindrops. It was only a summer shower, but it would be well to get under cover. I tried the back door of a bathing-machine but, as I had expected, it was locked. However, I knew something about locks, and I knew that the lock of a bathing-machine was not likely to be a Chubb. With a glance at the keyhole, I drew out my bunch of keys, and, selecting the one that appertained to my own back door, I inserted it and gave a tentative turn. The lock clicked, the door yielded, and I entered, bolting myself in to avoid discovery.

The benches at the side of the machine being unreposefully narrow, I spread my rug on the dry though sandy floor, and, placing my holdall for a pillow, lay down at my ease, and, as the rain drummed on the wooden roof, I lit my pipe and cogitated.

Not a bad shelter, this; better than crouching in a doorway or standing under a dripping shop-blind. I was glad I had found it, and made a mental note of it in case of a rainy day. Rainy day? Why not night, too? Yes, by Jingo! Why should I go to a beastly boarding-house or flea-bitten lodgings when I could have this for the mere turning of a key? I looked about me. Not so bad, this, for a bachelor’s chamber; clean, airy, quiet, select, and cheap. “Man wants but little here below,” and if he can get that little for nothing, why, so much the better for him. When, on the clearing-up of the shower, I stepped out once more into the open, I had already constituted myself the tenant of “all that messuage and premises known as and being number 73,” for the term of my stay, at a peppercorn rent.

I saw nothing of Tom Nagget that day. I walked about the streets and haunted the esplanade, but the two Dromios remained asunder. I dined luxuriously–I could afford to, having no rent to pay and spent the evening at the Marine Amphitheatre, where, I fear, I conducted myself (or should I say himself?) with reprehensible levity. A moonlight ramble along the shore–not entirely solitary–finished up the day in a highly agreeable manner, and, when I rolled home to number 73, the harbour bell was chiming half-past twelve.

I was aroused in the morning by what I, at first, took to be the shock of an earthquake. The clink of a chain, however, impinging on my awakening consciousness, informed me that the machine was being towed down to the sea. Clearly it was time for me to make myself scarce before I was beset by the murmuring waves. Accordingly, I grabbed up my rug and holdall, and, softly unlocking the landward door, dropped down on the sand. And none too soon; for as I turned away, my commodious seaside residence plunged into the breakers.

But I was back again presently with a couple of towels and a ridiculous combination garment, in which I disported myself for half an hour among the waves in the brilliant morning sunshine. I was an enthusiastic swimmer, and, besides, one must wash somehow.

After the bath, I took a brisk walk along the shore, revisiting the scene of my midnight ramble, until raging hunger drove me to the excellent restaurant where I had dined on the previous evening; and here, having trifled with a couple of eggs, a gammon-rasher, half a lobster, and the best part of a cottage-loaf, I sat smoking a contemplative pipe and reading the papers until the morning was well advanced. Then, leaving my rug and holdall to be called for in the evening, I went forth to look for Tom Nagget.

Better had it been for me and for my fellow-men had I left Tom Nagget alone. For, like that earliest faux pas that, banishing peace and innocence,

“Brought death into the world and all our woe,”

this act was the unconsidered antecedent of consequences incalculable and without end.

But let me not anticipate.

My wanderings through the town had brought me to a little square Hougoumont Square, I think it was called–when I became aware of the clamour of many voices, and above the confused uproar I distinctly made out the cry of “Stop thief!” I halted to listen. The place where I stood was at the junction of two converging streets, and I commanded a view down both. Suddenly I saw a couple of policeman with an attendant crowd dart across the farther end of the one to the right, and almost at the same moment a man shot across the left-hand one and vanished into a narrow by-street.

The hunter’s instinct is born in us all, the heritage from skin-clad, palaeolithic ancestors. As the man disappeared, I uttered a cheerful view-halloo! and started in pursuit.

I reached the by-street in time to see the fugitive dart round the farther corner, and, as I weathered the corner, a leg twinkled for an instant at the entrance to a court, and was gone. I put my hands to my mouth and shouted “Yoicks!” and my call was echoed in a chorus of answering howls from behind.

When I arrived at the mouth of the court, the fugitive had vanished, but at the farther end I could see a narrow alley, which I immediately made for, hallooing joyously. The alley, however, turned out to be a cul de sac, and as soon as I realised this I turned and raced back; and, as I reached the entrance, I ran full tilt into an advancing constable.

“He isn’t here!” I exclaimed, struggling to extricate myself from the constabulary embrace. “He must have gone down the next turning. D’you hear? Don’t stand clawing me about, man; you’re letting the fellow escape.”

“Oh no I’m not!” said the constable, taking a more secure hold of my collar.

“You confounded idiot!” I shouted, wriggling frantically as the crowd closed round and the second constable grabbed me by the arm. “You don’t suppose I’m the man, do you?”

“I don’t suppose,” answered the constable; “I know. I saw you mizzle over the garden wall, and I followed you, and I’ve been following you, and now I’ve got you, and you’d better come along quiet.”

“Yes; it’s no good wriggling, you know,” said the second constable.

I burst into a torrent of expostulation, but it was of no use. The two constabulary lunatics hustled me along at a brisk walk, and whenever I tried to speak they shook me violently from side to side until my head waggled like that of a china mandarin; an imbecile proceeding, and offensive too, which rendered articulate speech difficult and eloquence impossible.

Once inside the station, however, I made myself heard. The constables were obviously half-witted, so I addressed myself to a grey-haired sergeant who sat at a desk with a large ledger-like volume open before him.

“Look here, sergeant!” I exclaimed haughtily. “What is the meaning of this ridiculous outrage?”

“If you’ll just keep quiet a minute, you’ll hear,” said the sergeant, dipping his pen in the ink and looking inquiringly at the constables.

“I don’t know what the charge is, sir,” said the first constable, “but I was on duty in Augusta Road when this lady, Mrs. Gammet, called me into the side-gate and told me that a robbery had just been committed, and that the thief had run out of the back door. I went into the garden and saw this man climbing over the wall. I climbed over after him, and followed him up the alley into the street, blowing my whistle. Constable Cox, hearing my whistle, joined in the chase, and we pursued the man until he ran into Dove’s Court, which is a blind alley; and then, when he found there was no entrance out–

“Exit, you mean,” corrected the sergeant.

“No exit out of the court, he had to come back to the exit in–”

“Entrance, you mean?” said the sergeant.

“To the entrance in, where we met him, and I took him into custody.” The sergeant entered this idiotic statement in his ledger, and then asked: “Who charges him?”

“These three ladies, sir,” replied the constable; and I then became aware of three well-dressed women who were standing apart and regarding me with looks of concentrated hatred.

“I charge him with stealing my purse,” said a sharp-featured woman of about thirty, coming forward and glaring at me. “I left it on my dressing-table when I went down to breakfast–”

“Stupid thing to do,” said the sergeant. “Yes?”

“Well, when I came up again, it was gone.”

“What makes you think the prisoner took it?” asked the sergeant.

“How else could it have gone?” demanded the lady. “Do you think it flew away of its own accord?”

“What makes you think the prisoner took it?” repeated the sergeant.

“I don’t think,” replied the lady; “I know.”

“How do you know?”

“Because he’s a thief!” was the crushing reply.

The sergeant, motioning me to keep silent, regarded the lady critically, as if he would have pursued his inquiries, but, apparently, deciding to reserve this tit-bit for the magistrate, he turned to the other two, and asked: “Anything else?”

A stout, middle-aged woman stepped forward, and, casting a look of defiance at me, said:

“I charge him with stealing my gold watch and chain. I saw him standing by my dressing-table, putting something in his pocket, and my watch and chain had disappeared. When he saw me, he ran out of the room and down the stairs, and I saw him run out into the garden and climb over the wall.”

“How did he get into your bedroom?” asked the sergeant.

“Walked in, I suppose!” was the reply.

“He was boarding at my house,” interposed the third lady. “He came and engaged a room yesterday afternoon. This morning, after breakfast, Miss Crabbe came down and said that somebody had stolen her purse. Then Miss Walker and I went upstairs, and she found this man in her room. I saw him come out and run downstairs, and then I called the constable, who happened to be passing. The man ran out of the back door into the garden, and I saw him climb over the wall and the constable after him.”

The sergeant noted down these misstatements, and then turned to me.

“You have heard the charges,” he said. “It is my duty to warn you that anything you may say will be used in evidence against you. Now, then. What have you got to say?”

“I have to say,” I replied wrathfully, “that the whole thing is a ridiculous mistake! The constable has arrested the wrong man!”

“Oh, here, I say!” protested the constable, “dror it mild, young man! When I saw you skedaddling over the wall!”

“What about the watch that Miss Walker says she saw you take?” asked the sergeant.

“She is mistaking me for someone else,” I replied. “I have never seen these three ladies before in my life, and I have never been inside the house they refer to. I don’t even know where it is.”

“Well,” exclaimed Miss Crabbe, “of all the barefaced, impudent, shameless–”

“Are you quite sure he is the man, Mrs. Gammet?” asked the sergeant.

“Am I sure?” repeated Mrs. Gammet. “Considering that he sat at my dinner-table last night, devouring my food as if he was famishing, and then sat in my drawing-room swilling tea fit to burst, and playing penny nap, and winning four-and-sixpence off me, to say nothing of–”

“What name did he give?” inquired the sergeant.

“Barrett–Daniel Barrett,” replied the landlady.

“Is that your name?” the sergeant asked, turning to me.

“No, of course it isn’t!” I answered scornfully.

“What is your name, then?”


I was about to blurt out my full name and description, when some protective instinct restrained me. After all, I was not a bishop or a Lord Mayor, whose name would convey a guarantee of respectability.

“I decline to give my name,” I answered.

“Very well,” rejoined the sergeant, “then we’ll put you down as Daniel Barrett. The case will come on this afternoon,” he added, turning to my accusers, “so you had better be in court by two-thirty, and bring some additional witnesses to swear to his identity. Good-morning.”

He dismissed the ladies with a curt bow, and once more addressed himself to me.

“Now, Barrett, let’s see what you’ve got in your pockets.”

It was ignominious, but yet it was a relief to reach some solid ground in this nightmare of unrealities. I turned out my pockets one after the other, and laid the contents on the table, when the sergeant, having satisfied himself that I had nothing more concealed about me, examined them in detail.

“Well,” he concluded, when he had gone through the collection, “there’s no lady’s watch here, and no purse. We must have a look at the garden, and see if he has dropped them there. What luggage have you got, Barrett?”

“A rug and a holdall,” I answered. “I left them at Giglioli’s restaurant, where I had breakfast this morning.”

“Oh, at Giglioli’s, eh? We’ll call there and have a look at them. That’ll do. Put him in No. 3.”

As the constable conducted me to the cell, he asked confidentially:

“Where did you drop the swag, Barrett? You may as well tell us, you know.”

“I never had the swag, as you call it,” I answered; angrily. “The other man is clear off with it by now, thanks to your thickheadedness!”

“Oh, chuck it!” exclaimed the officer. “What’s the good? Didn’t I see you get over the wall?”

“No, you did not,” I replied. “The man that you saw–”

“Here, in you go!”

With an unceremonious shove he introduced me to the interior of No. 3, and, banging the massive door, left me to my reflections.

That those reflections were none of the most cheerful it is unnecessary for me to say. Indeed, the more I considered my situation, the less I liked the look of it. No proof that I might bring forward as to my real identity furnished any answer to the statement of the woman Walker that she saw me steal the watch, or that of the landlady or the constable. My only hope was in Giglioli. If I could prove that, while the thief was at breakfast in Augusta Road, I was breakfasting at the restaurant, that would be an unquestionable alibi. But I foresaw that it would be a perilous business.

When I had been pacing up and down the cell for about an hour, I heard footsteps approaching; a key was thrust into the lock, and, as the door swung open, the sergeant confronted me.

“Come out, Barrett,” said he, “and let the recognising officer have a look at you.”

I obeyed eagerly enough, for even an hour’s imprisonment had made me yearn for a glimpse of the outer world, though with some uneasiness too; for my late experiences made me somewhat distrustful of the recognising officer, whoever he might be.

“This is a bit of luck for you, Barrett,” said the sergeant, as he walked me along the corridor. “The officer happens to have come here to look at another man, so he can see you at the same time. It will save you the delay of a remand.”

I expressed my gratification at this good fortune, and was then led out into a yard, where I was directed to stand at “attention” while a burly, red-faced man in plain clothes inspected me as if I were a doubtful work of art and he the prospective purchaser. We stared at one another with mutual curiosity as he tried me full-face, three-quarter, and profile, and then directed me to walk across the yard that he might observe my gait.

“D’ye know him, Mr. Sharpe?” the sergeant inquired when the inspection was finished.

“No,” replied the officer. “Never saw him before. Seems to be a new hand. I shall see him again, though, I expect!”

And with this he turned on his heel, and strolled away, whistling cheerfully. I breathed more freely. Here, at last, was one sane man among this Bedlamite crew.

When the sergeant had conducted me back to my cell, he stood for a few moments holding the door open and looking at me, not unkindly.

“Look here, Barrett,” said he, “I’ll give you a word of advice. Drop this mistaken-identity balderdash. It won’t wash. You were taken red-handed, and you’ve got no defence. Now, the magistrate who’ll hear your case is a lenient man, and if you plead guilty and throw yourself on the mercy of the court, he may deal with you as a first offender and let you off with a light sentence. Otherwise, you may get sent for trial at the Assizes and catch it hot, to say nothing of the delay. You think about it.” With this friendly and really useful hint, he slammed the door, and I resumed my melancholy perambulations.

It must have been about three o’clock when I was led out of my cell and taken to the adjoining courthouse. As I took my place in the dock, I looked earnestly at the magistrate, and, catching his benevolent, spectacled eye, felt my spirits revive. I would explain to him about Giglioli, and he would see that there had been some mistake; for, after all, a man cannot be in two places at once.

Despite the sergeant’s advice, I entered a plea of “not guilty” with considerable confidence, relying on my alibi; but the evidence of the first witness swept away my last hope, and I knew that I was lost. That witness was the landlady, who, having been sworn, informed the Court that her name was Sarah Gammet.

“Do you recognise the prisoner?” the magistrate inquired.

“Yes,” was the reply. “He came to my house yesterday afternoon and engaged a room for a week. He dined at my table, and spent part of the evening in my drawing-room playing cards with me and some of the boarders. He went out about nine and came home at half-past eleven. This morning he went out early and came back just as we had finished breakfast, saying that he had breakfasted at a restaurant.” The witness paused, and as I leaned helplessly on the dock-rail the court seemed to swim around me. My alibi was worthless. Malignant fate had headed me off from the only avenue of escape. The rest of the evidence I listened to as one in a dream, and even the statement that “the prisoner’s suitcase had been searched in the presence of the constable and found to contain a purse identified by Miss Crabbe as her property,” failed to rouse me. It was only when the magistrate, turning his spectacled eyes on me (less benevolently this time), addressed me by name, that my attention revived.

“You have heard the evidence, Barrett,” he said. “You were seen to take the watch, the stolen purse was found in your suit-case, and you have been identified by the landlady, four of the boarders, the servant, and the constable. Have you anything to say?”

I murmured wearily that the constable had arrested the wrong man.

“How long have you been in Hunsgate?” the magistrate asked.

“I came down yesterday afternoon.”

“And where did you spend the night?”

“In a bathing-machine.”

An incredulous titter arose from the spectators, the sergeant frowned impatiently, the constables grinned, and the magistrate shook his head. “You can’t expect me to believe that in the face of the evidence,” he said.

“I don’t,” I replied. “I see that appearances are hopelessly against me, and I only ask you to deal with me as leniently as you can.”

“Are there any previous convictions against him?” the magistrate asked.

“Apparently not, your worship,” answered the sergeant. “This seems to be his first offence.”

“Then I hope it will be his last,” said the magistrate. And, addressing me, he continued: “I can’t deal with your case under the First Offenders Act, Barrett. The robbery was too deliberate. But I will treat you as leniently as I can. You must go to hard labour for twelve months, and I trust that, when you come out of prison, you will endeavour to live an honest life.”

I followed the sergeant out of the court with a certain dull relief. The ordeal was over, and I knew the worst, though as yet I could not realise my amazing position. I still had a vague expectation that I should wake presently and find that all this horror was nothing but a dream. “You’ve had a let-off, Barrett,” said the sergeant, as he ushered me back to my cell, “though you’d better have taken my advice. However, you’re in for it now, but still, if you take your gruel like a man, the time will soon pass; and when you come out, bear in mind what the magistrate said. You can take it from me that there are no fortunes to be made on the cross. A crook’s life is a dog’s life, and don’ t you forget it.”

The rest of the swiftly ensuing events of that day of wrath flit across my memory like the shifting scenes of some dismal phantasmagoria: the railway journey, brief and ignominious, with the chilly manacles encircling my wrists; the smiling country seen through closed windows and passing away like a lost paradise; the gay passengers, pausing in their gaiety to watch me with looks of horrified pity; the frowning prison looming up ahead; the yawning gateway, the dry-faced janitor, the vision of men clad in shapeless buff suits hideous and grotesque, like a group of horrible pierrots from some underworld burlesque; and then the curtain fell with a clang of iron on the first scene of a life-long tragedy.

Ye must be born again. Yea, verily; and herein is the place of the new birth.




II. THE PRISON-BREAKER

NIGHT! Night in the prison, with the dismal bell in the clock-tower telling out the slowly passing hours. My second night in gaol. The end of the first day, for I had been brought to the prison on the preceding evening. Yesterday morning I was free, a blithe holiday-maker, roaming happily by the summer sea, all unsuspicious of impending disaster. And now–

I glanced around the bare, unlovely cell, with its pitiful furniture: the comfortless stool and fixed table, the tin bucket and basin, the little sweeping-brush and dustpan, the “pint,” the plate, the wooden spoon–wooden because a metal one might aid the inmate to shuffle off the burden of undesirable existence–the slate with its attached scrap of pencil; wretched appurtenances of a state neither civilised nor barbaric, that hovered insecurely on the very outside edge of humanity; the state of the social pariah.

I could see them all distinctly by the light that filtered through a square of ground glass from the gas-jet outside for the indulgence of darkness is withheld from the prisoner–and dimly, too, I could see the “judas,” the little glazed spyhole in the door that served to remind me of the loss of all civil rights, including that of decent privacy. Once already I had seen the judas blink for a moment, and I had known that I was being inspected by the passing warder.

I had thrown myself down on the plank bed without undressing–for I was too restless to “turn in” deliberately and now lay with my eyes fixed dreamily on the illuminated square of glass, meditating on the past and the probable future. As to the silly masquerade that had landed me here in the place of some unknown criminal, I had not patience to think of it; rather did my memory occupy itself with the events that had befallen since I arrived at the prison.

All too clearly they passed before me, these first scenes of my prison life. The “reception-room,” the matter-of-fact doctor, the not ungrateful bath, the induction into the hideous, buff prison suit, the official photographer who forbore to ask me to “smile pleasantly,” but objected to a temporary squint that I had assumed, and the taking of my “particulars,” or personal description. At the recollection of this last ceremony, indeed, I smiled grimly, for, to my profound amazement, the disguise that had been the cause of my undoing had passed undetected.

As I had listened to the officer dictating to the scribe, “Eyes light grey, complexion medium, hair black,” I had chuckled inwardly thinking of the surprise that was in store for them at the next hair-cutting. Only one thing had been left undone. My finger-prints had not been taken. The officer to whom this duty appertained was absent. But I gathered that he would be back on the following day, and that this finishing touch would then be added. My sign-manual would be taken, to be duly filed at the Habitual Criminals’ Registry, and I should be turned out a finished criminal.

My reflections were by no means undisturbed. A few cells away, a restive prisoner was enlivening his vigil with snatches of song, and ringing his bell continuously. Already the warder had paid him several visits, each followed by an angry colloquy in which, although it was muffled by the thick door of my cell, I could make out the words, “report for punishment in the morning.” But the prisoner refused to be pacified. He could not sleep, and he did not intend that anyone else should.

These sounds from without presently started a new train of thought. During the afternoon, I had been permitted to work, with a small gang, at a new ventilating shaft which was under construction, and which passed through the gallery above by way of a disused cell, the door of which had been removed. The work had necessitated the making of an opening in the roof, and, through this, I had obtained a brief glance at the outer world. The hubbub from the neighbouring cell and the tramping to and fro of the warder started, as I have said, a new train of thought in which these details came back to me. And as I considered them, they suggested a very curious possibility, which, in turn, generated a rash and daring resolution.

The bell-ringing and discordant carolling continued, and I listened expectantly. Presently the warder approached down the gallery, his footsteps ringing with a sharp staccato, eloquent of suppressed irritation. He passed my cell; I heard the jarring of a lock, a brief but angry altercation, and then the resounding bang of the closing door. As his returning footsteps became audible, I sprang to my feet and vigorously pressed the bell-push.

Here let me explain, for the benefit of those fortunate persons who are unacquainted with the internal arrangements of a prison, that the pressing of the bell-push not only rings the bell at the end of the corridor, but also pushes down a small semaphore-arm or indicator outside the cell, which ends in a disc bearing the number of the cell. Thus, the officer can see, by looking along the gallery, which prisoner has rung.

I pressed the bell-push, then, as the warder was approaching. The next moment a key was rammed into the lock, the door swung open, and an angry face looked in on me.

“Well! And what’s the matter with you?”

“I am extremely sorry to trouble you,” I said suavely, “but I really think there must be something wrong with this window. There’s such an awful draught, and, besides, the frame seems to be coming away from the brickwork. I am afraid it will fall in on me.”

That fetched him! An insecure cell-window is a serious matter. He stepped into the cell with his eye on the window, and, as he passed me, I gave his advancing ankle a gentle push with my foot, jiu-jitsu fashion, and stepped back quickly. As he staggered sideways I gave him a vigorous shove in the back, and he alighted on all fours on the plank bed. He was up again with astonishing quickness, and yet not quickly enough; for in a moment I had sprung outside and slammed the door on him.

A cell-door, I need hardly say, has no keyhole on the inside, and the lock is of the snap variety. Consequently our positions were for the moment reversed. He was now the prisoner.

A single wrench at the indicator disabled it, and I poked it up out of sight. Then, running down the gallery, I bent back the clapper of the bell–which was once more ringing furiously–and threw it out of action; when, to the uproar, succeeded a silence broken only by the carolling of the prisoner, and a muffled thumping from my late apartment.

But I did not linger to enjoy the quiet. Lightly and silently I ran up the little iron staircase to the gallery above, and stole along it to the empty cell through which the new shaft passed. Everything was as we had left it. Even the ladder, leading to the loft above, was still in position, to my surprise and gratification; and, reflecting on the curious lack of precaution thus displayed, I mounted it gleefully, and pulled it up after me.

The tools and materials were still scattered about the floor of the loft, and I was tempted to furnish myself with an outfit; but reflecting that it was unwise to burden myself with things for which I had no immediate use, I contented myself with a combined wire-cutter and flat-nosed pliers and a length of stout wire which I cut from a coil. The appliances for picking a lock were almost certain to be of use.

Twisting the wire round my neck, collarwise, I set the ladder against the opening that we had made in the roof, and mounted. It was a slate roof of a low pitch on which one could walk without much difficulty. I crept up to the ridge, and, without exposing myself unduly though it was a dark night, and I was not likely to be seen–looked around. The boundary wall was at some distance from the building on which I stood, excepting at one corner, where it approached within a few feet, and here the summit of the wall was not more than eight feet below the level of the eaves. Looking at it, I judged that the ladder would span the interval. As to the wall itself, which was not less than twenty-five feet high, I should have to drop down and take my chance of a broken limb.

Creeping back to the opening in the roof, I hauled up the ladder as noiselessly as I could, and set off with it towards the corner that approached the wall. It was an excellent ladder for the purpose, being furnished with iron hooks at one end, which would engage securely with the gutter. The only doubtful point was its length. It was only ten or eleven feet long, and there would certainly be nothing to spare.

Arrived at the fateful corner, I sat down on the slates at the edge of the roof, and, fixing my heels firmly in the iron gutter, began cautiously to slide the ladder across the space. It was an anxious time. If the ladder should prove too short, I should have to make my way, somehow, down to the yard, and my chances of escape would be infinitesimal.

Foot by foot the ladder advanced until more than half of it projected, and it began to be difficult to hold by reason of the increasing leverage. I saw that I must let it go with a run, and chance making a noise, or I might find myself levered off the roof by its weight. Accordingly, I gave it a brisk shove forward, and held my breath until my fate should be decided, With a grinding rattle it slid swiftly out until the hooks approached the gutter, when I checked it at the risk of being pulled over. The hooks fairly engaged in the gutter, and the lower end, describing a short arc, struck the top of the wall with only an inch or two to spare.
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