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      Part One

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    On Wednesday evenings Paul’s mother took the tram from her work in the City Hall to the mid-week service at Merrion Chapel and he usually walked over from the university, after his five o’clock philosophy class, to meet her as she came out. But on this particular Wednesday, his interview with Professor Slade kept him late and, with a glance at his watch, he decided to go straight home.


    It was June, and the lovely expectant evening had imposed a spell upon the begrimed buildings of Belfast. Framed against the amber sky, the roofs and chimney stacks of the northern Irish city lost their prosaic outlines and became mysterious, resplendent as a city in a dream.


    As Paul came up Larne Road, the quiet side street of semi-detached brick houses where, on the ground floor of No. 29, he occupied with his mother a three-room apartment, a surge of elation took hold of him. He felt suddenly the breath-taking beauty and promise of life. Standing for a moment at his door, an unassuming young man, bareheaded, in a worn tweed suit, he filled his lungs with the soft, still air. Then, briskly, he turned and put his latch-key in the lock.


    The canary was singing in the kitchen. Whistling to the bird, he removed his jacket, hung it on a hanger in the hall, and, in his shirtsleeves, put the kettle to boil and began to see about supper. A few minutes later the nickel alarm clock on the mantelpiece struck seven, and he heard his mother’s step in the outside porch. He greeted her gaily as she came in, a spare and enduring figure, bent a little to one side by her indispensable “hold-all” bag, clad in respectable black.


    “Sorry I couldn’t get across, Mother,” he smiled, “ but Slade’s given me the job. At least, I’m almost sure of it.”


    Mrs. Burgess studied him. The strand of drab grey hair escaping from beneath her weather-rusty hat enhanced the impression of weariness, of Christian fortitude and resignation, created by her lined features and intent, near-sighted eyes. But her expression melted gradually under his frank and cheerful gaze. It was, she thanked God, a good face, not particularly handsome – again she voiced gratitude to the Deity for sparing him the perils of excessive comeliness – but open and straight-featured, a trifle finely drawn, no doubt from over study, cheekbones too prominent but with a healthy complexion, clear, very light grey eyes, and a broad forehead set off by close-cropped brown hair. He was well set up too, a good figure, blemished only by an accident at football which caused him to turn in his right foot slightly when he walked.


    “I’m glad it’s settled, Son. I knew you’d have good reason for not coming over. Both Ella and Mr. Fleming missed you.”


    She rolled her cotton gloves into a ball and, casting a practiced glance over the table, brought from her satchel some cold ham wrapped in greased paper and a bag of his favourite wheaten scones. They sat down, and when she had asked the blessing, began their simple meal. He saw that, despite her restraint, she was deeply pleased.


    “It is a stroke of luck, Mother. Three guineas a week. And for the whole nine weeks of my holidays.”


    “It’ll be a nice change after all your study for your final.”


    “Yes.” He nodded. “ Teaching summer school is just like a vacation.”


    “God is very good to you, Paul.”


    He subdued his smile and remarked:


    “I’m to send off my birth certificate to Professor Slade tonight.”


    There was a pause. Head bent, she took her spoon and removed a tea-leaf floating in her cup. Her voice was a little indistinct.


    “What do they want with a birth certificate?”


    “Oh, a pure formality,” he answered lightly. “They won’t engage students under twenty-one. I’d some difficulty in persuading Slade that I came of age last month.”


    “You mean he wouldn’t take your word?”


    He looked across in sharp surprise.


    “Mother! That was a little uncalled for. The man’s only obeying the regulations. My application, accompanied by my birth certificate, has to go before the Board.”


    Mrs. Burgess did not answer. And, after a brief silence, Paul launched into a half-humourous description of his interview with the professor, who was also principal of the summer school at Portray. When he had finished his third cup of tea he rose from the table. Only then did his mother stir.


    “Paul,” she detained him, unexpectedly, “ I’m … I’m not sure, after all … that I like this idea of you going to Portray.”


    “What!” he exclaimed. “Why, for weeks we’ve both been hoping I’d go.”


    “It means your being away from me.” She hesitated and again looked down. “ You’ll miss our week’s holiday with the Flemings. Ella will be disappointed. It’ll be too much for you.”


    “Nonsense, Mother. You worry about nothing.” Light-heartedly, he dismissed her misgivings, and before she could protest further, moved along the passage to fill out the application in his own room.


    This was a small study-bedroom, at the front of the house, its bright wallpaper hung with passe-partout photographs of football and hockey groups. On the mantelpiece were a number of cups and other trophies which he had won from time to time at the university sports. Under the window stood a book case containing a selection of novels and more solid works, mostly classics, indicating an intelligent and well-balanced taste. In the alcove opposite, draped by a green baize curtain, was the narrow cot in which he slept, and upon an unvarnished table against the wall, his university lecture sheets were neatly laid out beside his study-programme. Everything bore silent witness to the quality of Paul’s character, the soundness of his young body, the sensitive vigour of his mind. If one looked for a fault this might have been found in the excessive order of the room, suggesting a certain primness of disposition, an over-striving for perfection which could perhaps have derived from those corrective and “elevating” influences constantly exerted by his mother.


    He sat down at the table, uncapped his fountain pen and, with his shoulders squared, elbows well tucked in, expertly completed the form. Reading it over to assure himself that it was correct, he nodded his head, and returned to the living room.


    “Will you get it for me now, Mother? The certificate. I want to catch the nine o’clock post.”


    She raised her head. She had not begun to clear the table but was still seated where he had left her. Her face seemed flushed, her voice pitched in an unusual key.


    “I scarcely know where it is. It’s not a thing you can put your hands on at a moment’s notice.”


    “Oh, come, Mother.” His glance flew to the bow-fronted chest where she kept all her papers, a few family trinkets, her Testament, spectacles, and other private oddments. “ It must be in your top drawer.”


    She gazed back at him, her mouth slightly open, half exposing her cheap, badly fitting dentures. The flush had faded, leaving her lustreless cheeks more than usually pale. Rising, she took a key from her purse, and unlocked the top drawer of the chest. With her back to him, she searched methodically for five minutes, then she shut the drawer and turned around.


    “No,” she said, in an expressionless manner, “ I can’t find it. It isn’t there.”


    He bit his lip in annoyance. He was a dutiful and affectionate son, bound by the strictness of his upbringing, yet at this moment he failed completely to understand her attitude. In a controlled tone he said:


    “Really, Mother, it’s an important document. And I need it.”


    “How was I to know you needed it?” Her voice trembled with sudden resentment. “ These things get lost. You know the struggle I’ve had, left a widow all those years, bringing you up, with a hundred things to think of, and a bigger load on my shoulders than ever mortal woman had before, worrying half the time whether I could keep a roof over our heads, let alone educate you properly. I can tell you I’ve had enough to do without bothering about a few papers, especially since half the time I’ve had no proper place to keep them in.”


    This outburst, altogether foreign to her controlled nature, took him aback, left him even more perplexed at her lack of reason. But the severity of her expression – a warning signal to which he was well accustomed – forbade further argument. In a quiet tone, he said:


    “Fortunately it’s possible to get a duplicate. By writing to Somerset House in London. I’ll do it tonight.”


    She made a gesture of negation. Her voice was calmer now.


    “It’s not your place to write, Paul.” Reading his doubtful glance she added. “ Don’t let us make a fuss about nothing. I’ve not had too easy a day. I’ll write for the certificate, on the City Hall notepaper, tomorrow.”


    “You won’t forget?”


    “Paul!”


    “I’m sorry, Mother.”


    “All right, dear.” Her smile, wavering slightly, lit her harassed features with a pale gleam. “ Now, light the gas. I’ll clear up, and we’ll settle down for the night.”


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    During the next two days Paul was fully engaged. Queen’s University was breaking up for the long vacation and there were numerous obligations connected with the end of term. By general request he acted as pianist at the annual student sing-song. A mislaid library book proved difficult to trace. There was a last minute chemistry “practical,” and he suffered the usual tension in awaiting the results. But when the lists were posted he had taken a satisfactory place. In general, as a good scholar, an agreeable companion, and an excellent athlete, Paul was well regarded by the members of his class. But his popularity was tempered by an undercurrent of opinion, prevalent mainly amongst the medical students – a reprehensible lot – which belittled his extreme propriety of conduct and found in his abstention from the less inhibited undergraduate diversions, an attitude that was regrettably straight-laced.


    Once or twice, during his preoccupation, Paul’s thoughts reverted to the recent scene with his mother and, watching her, he wondered if she were not showing signs of strain. She seemed on edge, paler than usual, given to moods of queer abstraction. Of course, despite a temperament naturally masterful, and doubly fortified by austere conviction, she had always been a highly strung woman – he recollected how, in their early days in Belfast, a sudden knock on the door would make her start and change colour. But this was different: now a consuming anxiety seemed pressed upon her brow. On the evenings of both Thursday and Friday she went out after supper to spend an hour with their pastor and oldest friend, Emmanuel Fleming of Merrion Chapel, returning quieted but wan, with a lurking apprehension in her reddened eyes.


    On Thursday morning he asked her directly if she had received an answer from Somerset House. She replied:


    “No.”


    Several times thereafter, he was on the point of questioning her further but an odd compunction, springing from the subjugation she had wrought upon him, deterred him. There could be nothing wrong, nothing. Yet he was puzzled, and began to seek an explanation of her queer behaviour in his own past history. The facts, however, were all ordinary and open.


    The first five years of his life he had spent in the North of England, in Tynecastle, his native town: a blurred background fixed by the sound of the rivet hammers, and the long early morning blast of the “ hooter” summoning the men to the shipyards. Threading this dim impression was the glowing recollection of his father, a gay and incomparably friendly figure, who on Sundays took him by the hand to Jesmond Dene to sail little boats, made from folded blue cartridge paper, in the pond, who, when he was tired, seated him upon a park bench in the shade and, exercising a fascinating natural talent, made sketches of everything around, people, dogs, horses, trees, wonderful drawings, which charmed and tickled his childish fancy, and who, as if this were not enough, when the Sunday passed and weekdays came, brought him home in the evening coloured marzipan fruits, strawberries with green husks, yellow bananas, pink-cheeked peaches, delicious to admire and to eat, made by the national confectionery firm which employed him as a travelling representative.


    After his fifth birthday they had moved to the great Midland city of Wortley: a greyer and less happy memory, mingled with smoke and rain and moving about, the glare of steel foundries and the moody faces of his parents, climaxed by the departure of his father on a business trip to South America, Ah, the pang of losing his dear debonair companion, the suspense of waiting for his return, then – as though fulfilling the premonition of that childish yearning – the unimaginable grief on hearing of his death in a railway disaster near Buenos Aires.


    Thereafter, a melancholy wayfarer, not yet six years old, he had come to Belfast. Here, through the good offices of Emmanuel Fleming, his mother had found work in the accounts division of the City Health Department. The salary was small, but at least it was secure and had enabled the widow to keep a respectable roof above their heads and, by a miracle of economy and self-denial, to educate her son for the teaching profession. Now, after these fifteen years of her strenuous endeavour, he was within reach of graduating from the university.


    Looking back, it seemed to Paul that the very intensity of his mother’s effort had constricted their life in Belfast to the narrowest limits. Except for her frequent attendance at chapel she never went out. Paster Fleming and his daughter Ella apart, she had no intimates. She barely knew their next-door neighbours. At the university he had never been able fully to indulge his sociable nature, for always he had felt that his mother frowned upon his friendships. Often he chafed at this restriction, yet, deeply sensible of what he owed to her, chastened, too, by repeated exactions, he suffered it.


    In the past he had credited his mother’s protectiveness mainly to her extreme and watchful piety. But now, in the light of her present conduct, he wondered if there were not another cause. An incident came sharply to mind: a year ago, he had been honoured by an invitation to play in the international Rugby game between Ireland and England. Nothing surely could have been more gratifying to a mother’s heart. Yet she had positively refused to allow him to accept. Why? Then, he could not guess. Now, dimly, he divined the reason. Indeed, considering the pattern of her existence, in its guarded quiet, its shrinking from all contacts, its secrecy, its passionate dependence upon the Almighty, he saw it, with a start of apprehension, as the life of one who has something to conceal.


    On Saturday, which was her half holiday, she came in from her work at two o’clock. By this time he had made up his mind to have the matter out with her. The weather had turned to rain, and, after leaving her umbrella in the hall, she entered the living room where he sat turning the pages of a book. Her appearance really startled him: her face was quite grey. But she seemed composed.


    “Have you had lunch, Son?”


    “I had a sandwich at the Union. How about you?”


    “Ella Fleming made me some hot cocoa.”


    He glanced at her quickly.


    “You’ve been there again?”


    She sat down wearily.


    “Yes, Paul. I’ve been there again. Asking and praying for guidance.”


    There was a pause, then he straightened himself, tensely grasping the arms of his chair.


    “Mother, we can’t go on like this. There’s something wrong. Tell me, did you get that certificate this morning?”


    “No, Son. I didn’t. I didn’t even write for it.”


    The blood rushed to his face.


    “Why not?”


    “Because I had it all the time. I lied to you. It’s here now, in my bag.”


    The heat went out of his anger. He gazed at her, startled, as she fumbled in the satchel on her lap and brought out a folded, blue-grey paper.


    “All these years I’ve fought to keep it from you, Paul. At first, I thought I’d never do it, it was sore and difficult. Every step on the stairs, every voice in the street made me tremble for you. Then, as the years went on, and you grew up, I fancied with the help of God I had won through. But it was not His will. I had feared the big things, but it was a little thing that did it, just that trifle of your teaching in the summer school. But maybe it had to come sooner or later. So the pastor says. I begged him to help me to put you off some way. But he says No. He says you are a man now, that you must know the truth.”


    Her agitation had increased with every word and despite her resolution to be calm she ended with a kind of moan. Her hand quivered as she held out the paper to him. In a daze he took it, looked at it, and saw immediately that the name there was not his name. Instead of Paul Burgess he read, Paul Mathry.


    “This isn’t right …” He broke off, gazing from the paper to her, a chord, deep in his memory, faintly touched by the name “Mathry,” vibrating almost painfully like a plucked harp-string in a long-deserted room. “ What does it mean?”


    “When we came here I took my maiden name of Burgess. I am Mrs. Mathry, your father was Rees Mathry, you are Paul Mathry. But I wanted to forget that name.” Her lips twitched. “I wanted you to be out of sight and sound of it forever.”


    “Why?”


    There was a pause. Her eyes fell. Almost inaudibly she answered:


    “To save you … from a horrible shame.”


    Conscious of the rapid beating of his heart and of a hollow sickness in his stomach, he waited, motionless, until she should continue. But this seemed beyond her. She threw him a despairing glance.


    “Don’t force me to go on, Son. Mr. Fleming promised me he’d tell you everything. Go to him. He expects you now.”


    He saw that it was torture for her to proceed, but he too was suffering and could not spare her.


    “Go on,” he said palely. “It’s your duty to tell me.”


    She began to weep, in choking sobs which convulsed her narrow shoulders. Never before had he seen her in tears. After a moment she took a quick, painful breath, as though gathering all her strength. Without looking at him she gasped:


    “Your father did not die on a trip to South America. He was trying to get there when the police arrested him.”


    Of all things that he had expected this was the last. His heart missed a beat, then bounded into his throat.


    “For what?” he faltered.


    “For murder.”


    There was a mortal stillness in the little room. Murder. The petrifying word echoed and re-echoed down the rolling convolutions of his brain. He felt limp. A cold perspiration broke all over his body. His question came in a trembling whisper.


    “Then … he was hanged.”


    She shook her head, her pupils filmed with hatred.


    “Better for us if he had been. He was sentenced to death …


    reprieved at the last minute … he is a life convict in Stone-heath Prison.”


    It was too much for her. Her head drooped sideways, she swayed and fell forward in her chair.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Pastor Fleming’s house stood in the busy heart of Belfast near the Northern Station – an ugly, narrow dwelling painted slate-grey, like the chapel, which it adjoined. Although he felt physically exhausted, fit only to hide in some dark corner, a gnawing urgency had driven Paul to trudge through the wet streets, flaring with lights and rowdy with Saturday-night revellers, to see the minister. His mother, recovered from her fainting attack, had retired to bed. He could not rest until he knew more; until he knew everything.


    In answer to his knock the hall light was turned up and Ella Fleming admitted him.


    “It’s you, Paul. Come along in.”


    She showed him to the parlour, a low-ceilinged room, with dark red curtains and horsehair furnishings, warmed by a small coal fire.


    “Father is busy with a parishioner. He won’t be long.” She forced a small, suitable smile. “It’s turned damp outside. I’ll make you some cocoa.”


    Ella’s panacea for most ills was a cup of cocoa – a true parochial gesture – yet, though he had no wish for the innocuous beverage, he was too spent to refuse. Was it his imagination which saw in her too inconsequential manner, her slightly tightened lips, an awareness of his predicament? He sat down in a deadened fashion, while she brought a tray from the kitchen, stirred the sugar in with the cocoa and poured the hot water.


    She was two years older than he, yet with her trim narrow-waisted figure and pale complexion, she had a somewhat girlish air. Her eyes, of a greyish green, were large and expressive – her best feature. Usually they were shining and soulful, but on occasion they could fill with tears, and spark with temper too. Always attentive to her appearance, she wore tonight a neat dark accordion-pleated skirt, black stockings, and a loose, white, freshly laundered blouse, cut round at the neck.


    He accepted and drank the cocoa in silence. Once or twice she lifted her eyes and looked at him questioningly over the knitting she had taken up. She was naturally talkative, with a flow of bright conversation, and keeping house for her widowed father had given her a certain social assurance. But when he failed to respond to a few desultory remarks, her well-marked brows drew together, she seemed to resign herself to silence.


    Presently there came the sound of voices in the passage followed by the click of the front door. Ella rose at once.


    “I’ll tell Father you’re here.”


    She went out of the room and a moment later the minister, Emmanuel Fleming, appeared. He was a man of about fifty, with thick shoulders and big clumsy hands. He wore dark trousers, heavy workman’s boots and a black alpaca jacket turning whitish at the seams. His beard, clipped to a point, was iron grey, but his wide light blue eyes gave him the look of a child.


    He immediately came forward, grasped Paul’s hand with extra warmth, then with meaningful affection took him by the arm.


    “You’re here, my boy. I’m very glad. Come along and we’ll have a little chat.”


    He led Paul to his study, a small austere room at the back of the house, uncarpeted, the bare boards stained, sparsely furnished with a yellow oak roll-top desk, some bent wood chairs, and a glazed bookcase. A presentation green marble clock, a hideous affair, supported by gilt angels, weighed down the flimsy mantelpiece, which was edged with a velvet ball fringe. Having seated his visitor, the pastor took his place slowly at the desk. He hesitated for some time, then began, in a tone of affection and sympathy.


    “My dear boy, this has been a frightful shock to you. But the great thing to remember is that it is God’s will. With His help you’ll get over it.”


    Paul swallowed dryly.


    “I can’t get over it till I know something about it. I must know.”


    “It’s a sad and sordid story, my boy.” The minister answered gravely. “ Had we not better leave it buried in the past?”


    “No, I want to hear it. I must hear it or I’ll never stop imagining …” His voice broke.


    There was a silence. Pastor Fleming rested his elbow on the desk, shading his eyes with his big hand, as though engaged in inward prayer for help. He was an earnest and well-meaning man who had laboured long and unsparingly “in the vineyard of the Lord.” But he was limited in many ways and often, with great despondency, saw his best efforts and intentions go astray. He was a lonely soul and knew many moods of self-reproach. Even his love for his daughter became an accusation to him – for he realized her imperfections, her pettiness, her vanities, yet was too fond of her to correct them. It was his tragedy that he longed to be a saint, a true disciple who would heal by his touch, make his flock radiant with the word of God, which he himself felt so deeply. He wanted to soar. But alas, his tongue was clumsy, his feet were bogged – he was earth-bound. Now, when he began to speak, his tone was troubled, his grave, pedantic phrases seemed measured by the sombre beat of the clock.


    “Twenty-two years ago, in Tynecastle, I married Rees Mathry to Hannah Burgess. Hannah I had known for some years, she was one of the dearest of my flock. Rees I did not know, but he was a well-mannered, engaging young man, of Welsh extraction, and I liked and trusted him. He had an excellent position as the Northern counties’ representative for a big wholesale firm of confectioners. I had every reason to believe them happy, especially when a son was born to them. It was I, dear boy, who christened you Paul Mathry.”


    He paused, as though weighing his words with the utmost care.


    “I will not deny that there were occasional slight rifts in the harmony of the home. Your mother was strictly religious – a true Christian – your father, to put it charitably, held more liberal views and this naturally produced a clash. Your mother, for instance, was firmly set against the use of wine and tobacco in the house – a prejudice your father could never fully understand. Again, your father’s work took him away from home for at least one week every month, which had, perhaps, an unsettling influence upon him. Also he made friends, many friends I may say – for he was a handsome, likeable fellow – of whom one could not always approve and who consorted with him in pool rooms, saloon bars, and other unsavory haunts. Still, I had nothing serious against him until the terrible events of the year 1921.”


    He sighed and, removing his hand from his brow, pressed his thick fingertips together, his eyes pained and remote, as though they looked back sadly across the years.


    “In January of ’21 the firm which employed your father made some staff changes, in consequence of which your parents moved with you to the Midlands. For that matter, a few months previously, I myself had been transferred to this parish in Belfast, but I still kept closely in touch with your mother by correspondence. And I must confess that your life in Wortley was, from the first, unsettled. Your father seems to have resented his removal to a district which appeared to offer him less scope. Wortley, although surrounded by a pleasant countryside, is a grey unprepossessing city and your mother never liked it. They could not find a suitable house and occupied a succession of furnished rooms. Suddenly, in September, to be precise, on the ninth of that month, your father announced that he had reached the end of his patience. He proposed to throw up his job and emigrate straight away to the Argentine – there would be a better chance for all of you in the new world. He booked three passages on the liner Eastern Star due to sail on the fifteenth of September. On the thirteenth he sent you and your mother to Liverpool in advance, to await him at the Great Central Hotel. Late on the night of the fourteenth he left Wortley by train to join you. But he did not join you. At two in the morning, when he reached the Central Station the police were on that platform. After a violent struggle, he was arrested and lodged in Canon Street Jail. Dear God, I can still remember the stunning shock of it – the charge was wilful murder.”


    There was a long, tense pause. Paul, hunched in his chair, like a hypnotised figure, scarcely breathed until the minister resumed.


    “On the night of September eighth, a particularly horrible and sordid crime had been perpetrated. Mona Spurling, an attractive young woman of twenty-six, employed in a florist’s shop in the vicinity of Leonard Square, was brutally done to death in the flat which she occupied at 52 Ushaw Terrace in Eldon, a near suburb of Wortley. The time of the crime was quite definite, for it occurred between eight o’clock and ten minutes past that hour. Returning from her work at seven-thirty, Miss Spurling had apparently partaken of a light meal, and had then changed into the flimsy negligee in which she was found. At eight o’clock a couple named Prusty in the flat below heard sounds of unusual violence coming through their ceiling, and urged by his wife, Albert Prusty went up to investigate. He knocked loudly on the door of the flat above but received no answer. He was standing on the landing in some perplexity when a young vanman named Edward Collins came up the stairway to deliver a package of laundry. Just as Collins joined him the door opened, a man came from the Spurling apartment, brushed past them, and dashed down the stairs. They hastened into the sitting room, where they found Miss Spurling, her head almost severed from her body, stretched on the hearthrug in a pool of her own blood.


    “Immediately, Mr. Prusty ran for the nearest doctor in the neighbourhood. He came at once, quite uselessly, since Miss Spurling was already dead. The police were sent for, the local police surgeon, and a detective-inspector by the name of Swann. At first it seemed that the murderer had left no traces, but within a few hours three clues came to light. Inspector Swann discovered in the bureau a pencil-sketched picture post card posted only a week before from Sheffield, which bore the following words: Absence makes the heart grow fonder. Won’t you meet me for supper at Drury’s when I return? It was signed Bon-bon.


    “Also he found a note, charred, partly destroyed, and unsigned, but bearing the date stamp of September eighth, which said: I must see you tonight. Finally, lying on the hearthrug beside the body was a peculiar money bag, of the type known as a jug-purse, made from a soft and unusually fine leather, caught at the neck by a metal ring. It contained some ten pounds in silver and notes. Promptly, from particulars given by Edward Collins and Albert Prusty, a description was issued of the wanted man, offering a large reward for information leading to his apprehension.


    “On the following day a local laundrywoman came to the police station with one of her ironers, a girl of seventeen, named Louisa Burt. It appeared that Louisa, a cousin of Edward Collins, the laundry vanman, had accompanied him to Ushaw Terrace on the night of the crime, and while waiting in the alley-way – she was averse to climbing the stairs – had been bumped into and almost knocked down by a man running out of No. 52. In her deposition she gave a description of this individual. The police had now three witnesses who had seen the murderer.”


    Pastor Fleming broke off and turned upon the young man his troubled, guileless gaze.


    “It is not pleasant to touch on certain matters, Paul, but they are, alas, only too relevant to this tragic history. In a word, Mona Spurling was not a moral woman – she knew many men in a loose way and of these one in particular was her regular associate. No one knew who the man was, but the other assistants in the flower shop affirmed that Mona had recently seemed worried and low-spirited, that she had been overheard at the telephone in conversations of an angry and recriminatory nature, using such phrases as: ‘You are responsible,’ and ‘If you leave me now I’ll give the whole show away.’ Finally, the post-mortem examination of the body revealed the unhappy fact that the murdered woman was pregnant. The motive was now established: clearly the woman had been done to death by the man accountable for her condition. Perhaps he was already tired of her. When threatened with exposure, he had written to make an assignation, and had killed her.


    “Armed with this evidence the police brought their full resources into action to find the wanted man. Reproductions of the sketched picture post card signed ‘ Bon-bon’ were prominently displayed in all the newspapers, and anyone having knowledge of the sender or the card was invited to communicate at once with the Wortley police. All railway stations and ports of embarkation were closely watched and for almost a week the most intensive search went on. Then, late on the evening of the thirteenth of September, a bookmaker’s clerk named Harry Rocca sought out the Chief Constable and, in a state of considerable agitation, volunteered to make a statement. He confessed outright to an intimacy with the dead woman and, in fact, admitted having been with her on the night before the murder. Then he proceeded to lay information that he knew the sender of the post card – a friend with whom he often played billiards who had a marked talent for sketching. Some months before he had introduced this man to Mona Spurling. Moreover, when the reproductions of the post card appeared in the daily press his friend had come to him with a worried air and asked him to back him up, saying: ‘If anyone asks where I was on the night of September eighth, make out I was playing pool with you at the Sherwood Hotel.’


    “That, of course, was enough. The Superintendent of Police, accompanied by Inspector Swann, immediately proceeded to the address which Rocca gave them. There they learned that the person they wanted boarded the Liverpool night express from the Leonard Street Station only an hour before. The arrest, at Liverpool, followed inevitably. The man, Paul, was your father.”


    Again there was silence. The minister moistened his lips at the carafe which stood on his desk. His brows drawn, he went on.


    “It so happened that Albert Prusty, the main witness, was confined to bed by an acute attack of asthma – he was, by trade, a tobacconist who manufactured cigarettes and the nicotine dust periodically caused him this complaint – but the two other witnesses were immediately taken to Liverpool by the Superintendent and Inspector Swann. There, from a dozen assembled persons, they unhesitatingly picked out your father as the man they had seen on the night of the murder. There was, indeed, a terrible certainty in their recognition. Edward Collins exclaimed, ‘So help me God, that is the man!’ while the younger girl, Louisa Burt, carried to the verge of hysteria by the responsibility of her position, burst into tears. ‘I know I am putting a rope round his neck,’ she cried. ‘But that’s him.’


    “Popular feeling ran high against the prisoner – to escape the fury of the mob he was taken from the southbound train at Barbridge Junction and conveyed in a closed vehicle to Wortley Jail. But God knows, dear Paul, I have wrung your heart enough. The trial began on the fifteenth of December at the Wortley Assizes before Lord Oman. With what anguish did we endure these fateful days! One after another, the prosecutor called the witnesses to give their damning evidence. Search of your father’s trunks had resulted in the discovery of a razor which medical experts for the Crown proved to be the instrument of the crime. A handwriting expert testified that the charred, half-destroyed note of assignation found in the murdered woman’s flat had been written, left-handed, by your father. He had many times been seen in the florist’s shop, buying himself a boutonniere, laughing and chatting with Miss Spurling. So it went on. The attempted flight to the Argentine, his vicious resistance of the police; all bore heavily against him. Most damning of all was his fatal attempt to establish a false alibi with Rocca. And when he took the stand, he was, alas, a poor witness on his own behalf, contradicting himself, losing his temper, yes, even shouting at the judge. He could not properly account for his movements at the hour of the crime, asserting that he had spent part of the evening in a cinema. But this pitiful excuse was riddled by the prosecuting counsel. Amidst the darkness only one faint gleam shone in his favour. Albert Prusty, while admitting that your father resembled the man who ran from the flat, would not swear that he was the actual person. However, it came out that Prusty’s eyesight was bad, and in cross-examination it was plainly seen that he entertained a grievance at not being taken to Liverpool with Collins and Louisa Burt.


    “The summing up of the judge went dead against the accused. The jury retired at three o’clock on the afternoon of December twenty-third. They were absent only forty minutes. Their verdict was ‘Guilty.’ I was there in the courtroom – your mother was too ill to attend – and I shall not to my dying day forget the frightful moment when Lord Oman, assuming the black cap, pronounced sentence and commended your father’s soul to the mercy of God. Struggling and raving as the warders bore him away, your father shouted, ‘There is no God. Damn your mercy and His. I want neither.’


    “Ah! The Lord God is not lightly mocked, Paul. Yet perhaps it was to answer such a blasphemy that the Almighty did show mercy to the sinner. Although no one dared expect it, on the eve of the execution – mainly, I believe, because the Home Secretary of that time was a man of great humanity – your father’s sentence was commuted to life imprisonment and he was removed to Stone-heath Prison.”


    With the falling cadence of the pastor’s voice a final stillness fell upon the room. Both men kept their gaze averted one from the other. Paul, now so deeply sunk in his chair that he seemed crashed into it, wiped his forehead with the handkerchief crumpled in his damp hand.


    “He is still alive?”


    “Yes.”


    “No one has seen him … since he went in there?”


    The minister sighed deeply.


    “At first I tried to keep in touch with him through the prison chaplain but he met my advances with such resentment – I might even say ferocity – that I was forced to discontinue them. As for your mother … well, my dear Paul … she felt that she had been used most cruelly. Moreover, she had you to consider. In your interest she judged it better to obliterate this awful chapter from your young life. That she has not altogether succeeded makes no difference. You are fine enough to stand the shock of this revelation and that is why, rather than dupe you with half truths, I have made it to you in full. But now it is done, I want you to cleanse your mind of it. You are your own man, and your life lies ahead. You must go forward as though all that I have told you had never been, forward, forward, not only with faith but in forgetfulness.”


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    A week had passed since the interview in Fleming’s study. It was Sunday afternoon and the Merrion Scripture class was over. The last of the children had gone, and Ella stood waiting for Paul at the door of the hall, wearing her best blue costume and the neat straw hat she had herself trimmed with navy ribbon. He got down stiffly from his desk and moved between the empty benches towards her. Although he took the class mainly to please his mother, usually he enjoyed the experience, the sharp-witted urchins from Merrion Street amused him, but today, his brain dazed, his head ringing from another sleepless night – heaven alone knew how he had gone through with it.


    Ella addressed him tactfully.


    “I’m sure you don’t feel like music, Paul. But it’s fair now, if you’d like us to take our walk.”


    In the ordinary way, before their regular Sunday stroll, he sat down at the little organ and, in his good-humoured style, played for her: he had more than average talent, and knowing her taste – which was not his own – would play Handel or Elgar, anything likely to meet her restricted choice. But today such a performance was beyond him. For that matter, he had little wish to go walking, but since he felt she had suggested it to distract his mind – he offered no objection.


    She took his arm, with a faint possessive pressure, and he accompanied her along the street in the direction of Ormeau Park. They were early, yet a fair number of promenaders were abroad, the women exhibiting their finery, the men looking respectable and self-satisfied in their Sunday suits – a note of Sabbatarian orthodoxy which for once jarred on Paul. As they passed through the gates of the park he muttered in a strained voice:


    “I’m not in the mood for this parade.”


    She looked vexed at this, but kept silent. Although her nature had no profound capacity for emotion, her affections had long been centered upon him. Her acute sense of the conventions did not permit her to reveal this, and Paul himself, though he accepted her as an intimate friend, though his mother from time to time dropped fondly encouraging hints, had drifted into the relationship with careless good nature, not realizing the utter incompatibility between his free and generous character and the narrow stereotyped piety which marked her every action. Nevertheless, Ella regarded the matter as settled – all her plans for the future were based upon the certainty of their marriage. She was highly ambitious both for herself and for him, recognizing that his cleverness matched well with her own talent for “managing.” Already she saw her good influence advancing his career until he stood finally in a high academic position, moving with her in the most distinguished circles.


    In these circumstances, the recent disclosure had been a severe injury to her pride. She saw also how great had been the shock for Paul. Yet if she was willing to get over it why should not he? The damage was not deadly, the whole thing lay buried in the past, with a little care no one need ever remotely suspect it. Such was her attitude. And now, finding him still pressed into the dust, a touch of grievance, even of annoyance, began to qualify her sympathy. Although she controlled it admirably she had a pretty temper – not violent, but vixenish – and at this present moment, as he spoke again, it was costing her a struggle to subdue it.


    “It seems as if all these years I’ve been living under false pretenses.” In a shamed manner he tried to give form to his tormenting thoughts. “I can’t even call myself Burgess any more – my name is Mathry, Paul Mathry … if I don’t use that name I’m a liar and a cheat. If I do use it, everywhere I go, I’ll imagine I see people pointing me out, whispering about me … that’s Mathry, son of the man who …”


    “Don’t, Paul,” she interrupted. “You’re making it too hard for yourself. No one need ever know.”


    “Even if they don’t, I know.” He strode on, his hurt gaze fixed on the gravel drive before him. “ Yes, what about me … myself … what am I going to do about it?”


    “You must forget about the whole thing.”


    “Forget?” he repeated incredulously.


    “Yes.” Her patience was wearing thin. “ It’s perfectly simple. You must put all thought of … this man Mathry right out of your head.”


    He turned to her with haggard eyes.


    “Disown my father?”


    “Is he someone to be proud of?”


    “Whatever he’s done, he’s paid for it, shut up for half a life-time … poor devil.”


    “I was only thinking of you,” she answered sharply. “And kindly do not swear in my presence.”


    “I didn’t say anything.”


    “You did.” She could contain herself no longer. The blood rushed into her face. She snapped at him. “ You used a bad word that no lady would tolerate, I think you’re behaving inexcusably.”


    “How do you expect me to behave?”


    “With a little more civility. You don’t seem to understand that this affects me just as much as it does you.”


    “Oh, Ella, for God’s sake don’t let us be childish at a time like this.”


    She drew up suddenly, overcome by her sense of injury, by the desire to exert her influence over him. Her face had taken on a greenish colour, her eyes were moist, with the whites upturned.


    “I’m afraid … in your present mood … there’s no point in our walking any further.”


    There was a pause. He gazed at her numbly. His thoughts were far away.


    “Just as you please.”


    Disconcerted at being taken at her word, she bit her lip to keep back angry tears. Then, since he made no effort to detain her, she gave him a pale smile, full of reproach and outraged goodness – the martyred smile of an early-Christian virgin when they tore her bosom with hot pincers.


    “Very well. I’ll turn and go home. Goodbye, for the present. I hope you’re in a better frame of mind when next we meet.”


    She swung round and moved off with her head in the air, a shamefully ill-used figure. For a few moments he gazed after her, regretting their unaccountable misunderstanding, yet relieved, deeply relieved, to be alone. When she was lost to view, he moved off slowly in the other direction.


    He could not endure to return to Lame Road. There he would find his mother awaiting him with anxious, unbearable solicitude. He shrank from the hushed voice, the putting out of his slippers, the mute coaxing to a safe and peaceful evening in the home.


    How strange was this new attitude to his mother! But stranger still, and more illogical, was the feeling, forming unconsciously within him, towards his father. Here, in truth, was the criminal, the cause of all his misery. Yet Paul could not hate him. Instead, during these last tortured, sleepless hours, his thoughts had flown towards him with a singular pity. Fifteen years in prison – was not that punishment enough for any man? Recollections of his early childhood, vague yet poignant, surged upon him. What tenderness he had received, always, from his father – not one harsh memory marred the picture. Tears suddenly blurred his vision.


    He had now reached Donegal Quay, the poor dockside district of the city. Unknown to himself, the strange impulse growing within him had brought him here. Head down, he tramped on, across the railway tracks, threading his way through the confusion of bales, sacks, and carboys which littered the cobbled wharfs. An evening mist was stealing in from the sea, mingling with the brackish emanations from the harbour pool, turning the tall pier derricks to spectral shapes. The foghorn of the outer breakwater began to sound its deep melancholy note.


    At last, brought up by a barrier of merchandise piled between the sheds, he sat down on a packing case. Immediately opposite, a small rusty freighter was making preparations for departure on the tide – he recognized her as the Vale of Avoca, a cross-channel cargo boat plying between Belfast and Holyhead. Occasionally she carried a few steerage passengers and at the gangway a small group of men and women, potato pickers bound for the Lincolnshire farms, stood with their belongings, taking goodbye of their friends.


    Seated there, in the mist, which swirled around him in wraith-like forms, with the foghorn sounding, sounding in his ears, Paul stared at the vessel with a growing intensity. With his holidays begun, his plans for the summer school broken off, time stretched before him mercilessly. A sudden excitement, strange and predestined, passed over him. Impulsively, he took out his notebook and scribbled two lines:


    

      

        I am going away for a few days. Do not worry.

      


      

        

          

            Paul

          

        


      


    


    He tore out the page, folded it over, and wrote his mother’s name and the address on the back. Summoning a boy from amongst the onlookers, he gave the note to him with a coin to ensure delivery. Then he stood up, advanced steadily to the shipping company’s kiosk, and for a few shillings purchased a ticket for Holyhead. They were already casting off as he crossed the gangplank. A moment later a heavy rope splashed; then, with a throbbing of her old engines, the freighter lurched and shuddered to the outer seas.


  

    

      Chapter Five

    


    It was six o’clock next morning and raining heavily when the Avoca berthed at Holyhead. Stiff and chilled, Paul stepped ashore and crossed the tracks to the railway station. There was scarcely time for him to swallow a cup of tea in the refreshment room before the southbound train was signalled. He paid the half-awakened waitress and hurried to take a place in the corner of a third-class compartment. Then the engine shrieked and started off.


    It was a lengthy journey, through Shrewsbury and Gloucester, with two changes at junction stations where, having no coat to protect him, he got thoroughly drenched. Yet with this physical discomfort, more and more his spirit hardened. As though in keeping with this darker mood, gradually the pastoral character of the country altered to a wilder, bleaker note. Stony moors and straggling heaths supplanted the square, hedged fields. Tall monoliths, grouped in circles, weird and prehistoric, struck upon his vision. To the west, from out the pine woods, a livid ridge of mountains rose, capped with grey clouds and veined by tumbling cataracts. The engine laboured as the wind came blasting from the sea, and at a curve of the line Paul saw cold waves beating against high cliffs.


    At last, towards four o’clock in the afternoon, the train drew into a small moorland station – it was his destination. The single platform was almost deserted as, with the blood pounding in his ears, he surrendered his ticket to the solitary porter. He had meant to ask the man to direct him to the prison, but somehow the words thickened on his tongue; he passed through the white wicket in silence. However, once outside, he saw in the distance, across the red earth and rain-drenched heath, crouching behind its castellated walls, the great grey bulk of Stoneheath. He set off along the narrow road which wound across the moor.


    The nearer he drew to that grim citadel, the faster his pulse raced. His mouth was dry, his chest constricted, he felt sick and empty: except for a cup of tea and a sandwich he had eaten nothing all day. At an incline on the path he leaned against the bole of a stunted birch tree to gain his breath. Now a patch of greenish opalescent sky had opened on the western horizon, and against this delicate screen he could, from the slight eminence, discern acutely the details of the prison.


    There it rose, a great blank windowless square, pierced by a low portcullis, with watch towers hovering like eagles at each corner, sheer as a rock, stern as a medieval fort. Two rows of warders’ houses stood outside, with sheds and other workshops, and all around was the desolation of the moor. An unscaleable wall, with spikes on the coping, enclosed the whole domain in which, like enormous wounds, three red stone quarries caught the eye. In one of these some gangs of prisoners were working, seen at that distance like grey ants, guarded by four warders in blue, each promenading slowly, yet menacingly, with a gun. Under Paul’s rigid gaze the little drab figures bent and strained and toiled, and over the place was a silence like eternity.


    A sudden step behind him, startling as the crack of doom, made him spin around. A shepherd had come up the hill, followed by a shaggy sheep-dog. The man had a close and secret aspect, as though tainted by this gloomy wilderness, and when he halted beside Paul and leaned upon his crook, a native suspicion was in his eye.


    “Not a pretty view,” he remarked at length.


    “No.” Paul spoke with an effort.


    The other nodded in slow agreement.


    “It’s a plague spot if ever there was one. And I should know, I’ve lived here forty years.” He paused. “They had a riot last month – five of the convicts and two of the warders got killed – and it looked just the same then as it does now. Quiet and blind. Ay, even as we’re talking here, a guard in that tower has a pair of field glasses levelled on us, watching every move we make.”


    Paul suppressed a shiver, and forced himself to ask the question uppermost in his mind.


    “When do they have visiting days?”


    “Visiting days.” The crofter looked at him with open derision. “There are no such days in Stoneheath.”


    Paul felt his heart contract. Quickly, he exclaimed:


    “But surely … on certain days … the prisoners’ relatives are allowed to see them?”


    “They have no visitors,” the other said briefly. “ No, not ever.” His weathered face, never given to merriment, twitched grimly. “ It’s as hard for us to get in there as it is for them to get out. And now good evening, young sir.”


    He whistled to his dog and, with a final nod, was gone.


    Alone and re-enveloped by the stillness, Paul remained absolutely motionless, all his sanguine expectations dashed to the ground. No visitors … never! He could not see his father … could not even speak one word with him … what he had come to do was quite impossible. Indeed, at this moment, confronted by the chilling reality of the prison, he knew that the hope he had entertained and his impetuous, sentimental journey to this benighted spot were both unutterably futile.


    The landscape darkened and, as he still lingered, a bell in the prison began slowly and heavily to toll, breaking the everlasting silence as though tolling for the dead. Then he saw the convicts cease their work and, marshalled by their keepers, move in slow line towards the prison. Presently the portcullis was raised to engulf them, then lowered. At that, the last of the green transparency departed from the sky.


    Something broke within Paul’s breast. Torn by grief, pain, and a terrible frustration, he gave a wild inarticulate cry. Scalding tears burst from his eyes and ran down his cheeks. He turned from the accursed heath and made his way back blindly to the railway station.


  

    

      Chapter Six

    


    Upon the outskirts of the city of Wortley, at the corner of Ayres Street and Eldon Avenue, there stands a tobacconist’s shop, bearing the faded sign: A. PRUSTY, IMPORTER OF BURMA CHEROOTS. This emporium, old-fashioned, yet with a solid and well-established air, has two windows, the one carrying a sober display of cigars, snuff, meerschaums, and the better grades of cut tobacco, the other an opaque blank – except for a small gilt-circled peep hole shielding the bench at which the proprietor makes by hand the cigarettes, Robin Hood Straight Cut, for which he is locally renowned.
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