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Introduction


If you want to start a revolution, tell a story. Fiction can transport and inspire people in a way that cold facts, grave manifestos and speeches at lecterns simply cannot.


When The Citadel was published back in 1937, I doubt A. J. Cronin had any idea the impact his book would have on the world – most writers I know just press Ctrl-P and hope the odd person reads it. Cronin managed to produce a statement of intent that is still relevant over eighty years later. It’s a warning from history that genuinely changed the future.


It is often said that The Citadel, and its subsequent film adaptation, paved the way for the creation of the NHS. There were rudimentary versions already in operation,* such as the Tredegar Medical Aid Society in Wales where Cronin worked and was introduced to the idea of a healthcare model that was free at the point of service. But even if The Citadel didn’t invent the concept, it certainly brought it firmly into the wider public consciousness.


In A. J. Cronin’s day, ill health was ‘just one of those things’ for most people. Your attitude to recovery rather depended on how swollen your coffers were – either you could afford to get better or you couldn’t.* The power of The Citadel was not just that it introduced the notion of universal healthcare, but that it told a very human story. By the time the 1948 Act established the NHS, the British people knew what it meant for them and their families, and were eager for change. They knew the NHS would mean getting ill could became just another chapter of their story, rather than the final act.


While the characters in this book might not dress like us, or – especially in some of the book’s more alarmingly ‘of its time’ moments – think like us, but they’re no less relatable. Our complicated hero, Dr Manson, starts out as a young doctor with his citadel full of ideals, and we watch as the system chips away at his convictions. His motivations – not always honourable, it has to be said – are clear and recognisable.


The Citadel’s doctors face the same challenges as staff working in the NHS today – the guilt when they can’t help a patient, the joy when a hunch leads to a diagnosis, the frustration at a well-meaning but overstretched system, and the disastrous toll the job can take on relationships.


The twenty-first-century NHS burns through a lot of doctors, as it wrings every last bit of hope and loyalty out of its tired, underpaid and underappreciated employees. But whereas today’s doctors move to Australia and New Zealand, or to jobs in the pharmaceutical industry and management consultancy, Manson finds himself chasing the private dollar, at enormous personal cost. Cronin paints a harrowing picture of private medical practice which has chilling resonance for the modern reader.


There is a powerful message running through this book. The under-resourced consulting rooms, needless deaths, and desperation in this book are not just a history lesson but also an alternative reality that could, quicker than you might think, become the new normal, as the NHS gets carved up and sold off by governments who care more about numbers than lives.


We mustn’t let that happen. Read The Citadel and tell everyone you know: this is the world waiting for us if we don’t look after the NHS. No pressure.


Adam Kay









To my wife









PART ONE









Chapter One


Late one October afternoon in the year 1924 a shabby young man gazed with fixed intensity through the window of a third-class compartment in the almost empty train labouring up the Penowell Valley from Swansea. All that day Manson had travelled from the North, changing at Carlisle and Shrewsbury, yet the final stage of his tedious journey to South Wales found him strung to a still greater excitement by the prospects of his post, the first of his medical career, in this strange, disfigured country.


Outside, a heavy rainstorm came blinding down between the mountains which rose on either side of the single railway track. The mountain tops were hidden in a grey waste of sky but their sides, scarred by ore workings, fell black and desolate, blemished by great heaps of slag on which a few dirty sheep wandered in vain hope of pasture. No bush, no blade of vegetation was visible. The trees, seen in the fading light, were gaunt and stunted spectres. At a bend of the line the red glare of a foundry flashed into sight, illuminating a score of workmen stripped to the waist, their torsos straining, arms upraised to strike. Though the scene was swiftly lost behind the huddled top gear of a mine, a sense of power persisted, tense and vivid. Manson drew a long breath. He felt an answering surge of effort, a sudden overwhelming exhilaration springing from the hope and promise of the future.


Darkness had fallen, emphasising the strangeness and remoteness of the scene when, half an hour later, the engine panted into Drineffy. He had arrived at last. Gripping his bag, Manson leaped from the train and walked quickly down the platform, searching eagerly for some sign of welcome. At the station exit, beneath a wind-blown lamp, a yellow-faced old man in a square hat and a long nightshirt of a mackintosh stood waiting. He inspected Manson with a jaundiced eye and his voice, when it came, was reluctant.


‘You Doctor Page’s new assistant?’


‘That’s right. Manson. Andrew Manson is the name!’


‘Huh! Mine’s Thomas, Old Thomas they mostly call me, dang ’em. I got the gig here. Set in – unless you’d rayther swim.’


Manson slung his bag up and climbed into the battered gig behind a tall angular black horse. Thomas followed, took the reins and addressed the horse.


‘Hue-up, Taffy!’ he said.


They drove off through the town which, though Andrew tried keenly to discern its outline, presented in the lashing rain no more than a blurred huddle of low grey houses ranged beneath the high and ever present mountains. For several minutes the old groom did not speak but continued to dart pessimistic glances at Andrew from beneath the dripping brim of his hat. He bore no resemblance to the smart coachman of a successful doctor but was, on the contrary, wizened and slovenly, and all the time he gave off a peculiar yet powerful odour of the stable. At last he said:


‘Only jest got your parchment, eh?’


Andrew nodded.


‘I knowed it.’ Old Thomas spat. His triumph made him more gravely communicative. ‘Last assistant went ten days ago. Mostly they don’t stop.’


‘Why?’ Despite his nervousness, Andrew smiled.


‘Work’s too hard for one thing, I reckon.’


‘And for another?’


‘You’ll find out!’ A moment later, as a guide might indicate a fine cathedral, Thomas lifted his whip and pointed to the end of a row of houses where, from a small lighted doorway, a cloud of steam was emerging. ‘See that. That there’s the missus and my little homestead. She takes in washin’ like.’ A secret amusement twitched his long upper lip. ‘Reckon you might want to know, shortly.’


Here the main street ended and, turning up a short uneven side-road, they boggled across a piece of pit ground, and entered the narrow drive of a house which stood amongst the adjacent rows behind a stunted ash tree. On the gate was the name Bryngower.


‘This is us,’ said Thomas, pulling up the horse.


Andrew descended. The next minute, while he gathered himself for the ordeal of his entrance, the front door was flung open and he was in the lighted hall being welcomed cordially by a tall, spare, smiling woman of about fifty with a calm face and clear blue eyes. ‘Well! Well! This must be Doctor Manson. Come in please, come in. I’m doctor’s sister, Miss Page. I do hope you didn’t have a tryin’ journey. I am pleased to see you. I been out my mind, nearly, since that last awful fellow we had left us. You ought to have seen him. He was a bright one if ever I met one, I can tell you. Oh! but never mind. It’s all right now you’re here. Come along, I’ll show you to your room myself.’


Upstairs, Andrew’s room was a small camsiled apartment with a brass bed, a yellow varnished chest of drawers and a bamboo table bearing a basin and ewer. Glancing round it, while her clear blue eyes searched his face, he said with anxious politeness:


‘This looks very comfortable, Miss Page.’


‘Yes, indeed.’ She smiled and patted his shoulder maternally. ‘You’ll do famous here, I’m sure. You treat me right and I’ll treat you right. I can’t say fairer nor that, can I? Now come along before you’re a minute older and meet doctor.’ She paused, her gaze still questioning his, her tone striving to be off-hand. ‘I don’t know if I said so in my letter but, as a matter of fact – doctor hasn’t been too well, lately.’


Andrew looked at her in sudden surprise.


‘Oh, it’s nothing much,’ she went on quickly, before he could speak. ‘He’s been laid up a few weeks. But he’ll soon be all right. Make no mistake about that.’


Perplexed, Andrew followed her to the end of the passage where she threw open a door, exclaiming blithely:


‘Here’s Doctor Manson, Edward – our new assistant. He’s come to say ’ow do.’


As Andrew went into the room, a long fustily furnished bedroom with chenille curtains closely drawn and a small fire burning in the grate, Edward Page turned slowly upon the bed, seeming to do so by a great effort. He was a big, bony man of perhaps sixty with harshly lined features and tired, luminous eyes. His whole expression was stamped with suffering and a kind of weary patience. And there was something more. The light of the oil lamp, falling across the pillow, revealed one half of his face expressionless and waxen. The left side of his body was equally paralysed and his left hand, which lay upon the patchwork counterpane, was contracted to a shiny cone. Observing these signs of a severe and far from recent stroke, Andrew was conscious of a sudden shock of dismay. There was an odd silence.


‘I hope you’ll like it here,’ Doctor Page remarked at length, speaking slowly and with difficulty, slurring his words a little, ‘I hope you’ll find the practice won’t be too much for you. You’re very young.’


‘I’m twenty-four, sir,’ Andrew answered awkwardly. ‘I know this is the first job I’ve had, and all that – but I’m not afraid of work.’


‘There, now!’ Miss Page smiled. ‘Didn’t I tell you, Edward, we’d be lucky with our next one.’


An even deeper immobility settled on Page’s face. He gazed at Andrew. Then his interest seemed to fade. He said in a tired voice:


‘I hope you’ll stay.’


‘My goodness gracious!’ cried Miss Page. ‘What a thing to say!’ She turned to Andrew, smilingly and apologetic. ‘It’s only because he’s a morsel down today. But he’ll soon be up and doing again. Won’t you, my dear?’ Bending, she kissed her brother fondly. ‘There now! I’ll send your supper up by Annie whenever we’ve had ours.’ Page did not answer. The stony look on his one-sided face made his mouth seem twisted. His good hand strayed to the book that lay on the table beside his bed. Andrew saw that it was entitled The Wild Birds of Europe. Even before the paralysed man began to read he felt himself dismissed.


As Andrew went down to supper his thoughts were painfully confused. He had applied for his assistantship in answer to an advertisement in the Lancet. Yet in the correspondence, conducted at this end by Miss Page, which had led to his securing the post, there had been no mention whatsoever of Doctor Page’s illness. But Page was ill, there could be no question of the gravity of the cerebral haemorrhage which had incapacitated him. It would be months before he was fit for work, if, indeed, he were ever fit for work again.


With an effort Andrew put the puzzle from his mind. He was young, strong, and had no objection to the extra work in which Page’s illness might involve him. Indeed, in his enthusiasm, he yearned for an avalanche of calls.


‘You’re lucky, doctor,’ remarked Miss Page brightly as she came into the dining-room. ‘You can have your bit of snap straight off to-night. No surgery. Dai Jenkins done it.’


‘Dai Jenkins?’


‘He’s our dispenser,’ Miss Page threw out casually. ‘A handy little feller. And willin’ too. “Doc” Jenkins some folks even call him, though of course he’s not to be compared in the same breath with Doctor Page. He’s done the surgery and visits also, these last ten days.’


Andrew stared at her in fresh concern. All that he had been told, all the warnings he had received regarding the questionable ways of practice in these remote Welsh valleys flashed into his recollection. Again it cost him an effort to be silent.


Miss Page sat at the head of the table with her back to the fire. When she had wedged herself comfortably into her chair with a cushion she sighed in pleasant anticipation and tinkled the little cow-bell in front of her. A middle-aged servant with a pale, well-scrubbed face brought in the supper, stealing a glance at Andrew as she entered.


‘Come along, Annie,’ cried Miss Page, buttering a wedge of soft bread and placing it in her mouth. ‘This is Doctor Manson.’


Annie did not answer. She served Andrew in a contained, silent fashion with a slice of cold boiled brisket. Miss Page had a cut from the same joint with, in addition, a pint of fresh milk. As she poured out the innocuous beverage and lifted it to her lips, her eyes upon him, she explained:


‘I didn’t have much lunch, doctor. Besides, I have to watch my diet. It’s the blood. I have to take a drop of milk for my blood.’


Andrew chewed the uninteresting brisket and drank cold water determinedly. Following a momentary dissatisfaction, his main difficulty lay with his own sense of humour. After all, he could not expect to find luxury upon the tables of these spartan valleys.


During the meal Miss Page ate in silence. At length, buttering her last crust of bread, she finished her meat, wiped her lips after the last of the milk and sat back in her chair, her thin figure relaxed, her eyes reserved, appraising. Now she seemed disposed to linger at table, inclined to confidences, perhaps trying in her own way to sum Manson up.


Studying him, she saw a spare and gawky youngster, dark, rather tensely drawn, with high cheekbones, a fine jaw and blue eyes. These eyes, when he raised them, were, despite the nervous tensity of his brow, extraordinarily steady and inquiring. Although Blodwen Page knew nothing of it, she was looking at a Celtic type. Though she admitted the vigour and alert intelligence in Andrew’s face, what pleased her most of all was his acceptance, without demur, of that cut from the three days old heel of brisket. She reflected that, though he looked hungry, he might not be hard to feed.


‘I’m sure we’ll get on famous, you and me,’ she again declared with quite a genial air. ‘We do need a bit of luck for a change.’ Mellowed, she told him of her troubles and sketched a vague outline of the practice and its position. ‘It’s been awful, my dear. You don’t know. What with Doctor Page’s illness, wicked bad assistants, nothin’ comin’ in and everythin’ goin’ out – well! you wouldn’t believe it! And the job I’ve had to keep the manager and mine officials sweet – it’s them the practice money comes through – what there is of it,’ she added with a shrug. ‘You see, the way they work things in Drineffy is like this – the Company has three doctors on its list, though, mind you, Doctor Page is far and away the cleverest doctor of the lot. And besides – the time he’s been here! Nearly thirty years and more, that’s something I should think! Well, then, these doctors can have as many assistants as they like – Doctor Page has you, and Doctor Nicholls has a would-be fellow called Denny – but the assistants don’t ever get on the Company’s list. Anyway, as I was saying, the Company deducts so much from every man’s wages they employ at the mines and the quarries and pays that out to the listed doctors according to how many of the men signs on with them.’


She broke off, gazing at him quizzically.


‘I think I see how the system works, Miss Page.’


‘Well, then!’ She gave out her short laugh. ‘You don’t have to bother about it any more. All you’ve got to remember is that you’re working for Doctor Page. That’s the main thing, doctor. Just remember you’re workin’ for Doctor Page and you and I will get on a treat.’


It seemed to Manson, silent and observant, that she felt she had unbent too far. With a glance at the clock, she straightened herself, restored her napkin to its horn ring. Then she rose. Her voice was different, businesslike.


‘By the way, there’s a call for Number Seven Glydar Place. It came in the back of five o’clock. You better do it straight away.’









Chapter Two


Andrew went out to the call immediately, with a queer sensation, almost of relief. He was glad of the opportunity to disentangle himself from the curious and conflicting emotions stirred up by his arrival at Bryngower. Already he had a glimmer of a suspicion as to how matters stood and of how he would be called upon by Blodwen Page to run the practice for his disabled principal. It was a strange situation, and very different from any romantic picture which his fancy might have painted. Yet, after all, his work was the important thing, beside it all else was trivial. He longed to begin it. Insensibly he hastened his pace, taut with anticipation, exulting in the realisation – this, this was his first case.


It was still raining when he crossed the smeary blackness of the waste land and struck along Chapel Street in the direction vaguely indicated by Miss Page. Darkly, as he traversed it, the town took shape before him. Shops and chapels – Zion, Capel, Hebron, Bethel, Bethesda, he passed a round dozen of them – then a big Co-operative Stores, and a branch of the Western Counties Bank, all lining the main thoroughfare, lying deep in the bed of the valley. The sense of being buried, far down in this cleft of the mountains, was singularly oppressive. There were few people about. At right angles, reaching up a short distance on either side of Chapel Street, were rows and rows of blue roofed workers’ houses. And, beyond, at the head of the gorge, beneath a glow that spread like a great fan into the opaque sky, the Drineffy hematite mine and ore works.


He reached 7 Glydar Place, knocked breathlessly upon the door, and was at once admitted to the kitchen where, in the recessed bed, the patient lay. She was a young woman, wife of a steel puddler named Williams, and as he approached the bedside with a fast beating heart he felt, overwhelmingly, the significance of this, the real starting-point of his life. How often had he envisaged it as, in a crowd of students, he had watched a demonstration in Professor Lamplough’s wards. Now there was no sustaining crowd, no easy exposition. He was alone, confronted by a case which he must diagnose and treat unaided. All at once, with a quick pang, he was conscious of his nervousness, his inexperience, his complete unpreparedness, for such a task.


While the husband stood by in the cramped, ill-lit stone-floored room he examined the patient with scrupulous care. There was no doubt about it, she was ill. She complained that her head ached intolerably. Temperature, pulse, tongue, they all spoke of trouble, serious trouble. What was it? Andrew asked himself that question with a strained intensity as he went over her again. His first case. Oh, he knew that he was over-anxious! But suppose he made an error, a frightful blunder? And worse – suppose he found himself unable to make a diagnosis? He had missed nothing. Nothing. Yet he still found himself struggling towards some solution of the problem, striving to group the symptoms under the heading of some recognised disease. At last, aware that he could protract his investigation no longer, he straightened himself slowly, folding his stethoscope, fumbling for words.


‘Did she have a chill?’ he asked, his eyes upon the floor.


‘Yes, indeed,’ Williams answered eagerly. He had looked scared during the prolonged examination. ‘Three, four days ago. I made sure it was a chill, doctor.’


Andrew nodded, attempting painfully to generate a confidence he did not feel. He muttered, ‘We’ll soon have her right. Come to the surgery in half an hour. I’ll give you a bottle of medicine.’


He took his leave of them and with his head down, thinking desperately, he trudged back to the surgery, a ramshackle wooden erection standing at the entrance to Page’s drive. Inside, he lit the gas and began to pace backwards and forwards beside the blue and green bottles on the dusty shelves, racking his brains, groping in the darkness. There was nothing symptomatic. It must, yes, it must be a chill. But, in his heart he knew that it was not a chill. He groaned in exasperation, dismayed and angry at his own inadequacy. He was forced, unwillingly, to temporise. Professor Lamplough, when confronted by obscurity in his wards, had a neat little ticket, which he tactfully applied: PUO – pyrexia of unknown origin – it was noncommittal and exact, and it had such an admirable scientific sound!


Unhappily, Andrew took a six ounce bottle from the recess beneath the dispensary counter and began with a frown of concentration to compound an anti-pyretic mixture. Spirits of nitre, salicylate of sodium – where the dickens was the soda sal. Oh, there it was! He tried to cheer himself by reflecting that they were all splendid, all excellent drugs, bound to get the temperature down, certain to do good. Professor Lamplough had often declared there was no drug so generally valuable as salicylate of sodium.


He had just finished his compounding and with a mild sense of achievement was writing the label when the surgery bell went ‘ping’, the outer door swung open, and a short, powerfully thick-set red-faced man of thirty strolled in, followed by a dog. There was a silence while the black and tan mongrel squatted on its muddy haunches and the man, who wore an old velveteen suit, pit stockings and hobnail boots with a sodden oilskin cape over his shoulders, looked Andrew up and down. His voice, when it came, was politely ironic and annoyingly well-bred.


‘I saw a light in your window as I was passing. Thought I’d look in to welcome you. I’m Denny, assistant to the esteemed Doctor Nicholls, LSA. That, in case you haven’t met it, is the Licentiate of the Society of Apothecaries, the highest qualification known to God and man.’


Andrew stared back doubtfully. Philip Denny lit a cigarette from a crumpled paper packet, threw the match on the floor, and strolled forward insolently. He picked up the bottle of medicine, read the address, the directions, uncorked it, sniffed it, recorked it and put it down, his morose red face turning blandly complimentary.


‘Splendid! You’ve begun the good work already! One tablespoonful every three hours. God Almighty! It’s reassuring to meet the dear old mumbo-jummery. But, doctor, why not three times a day? Don’t you realise, doctor, that in strict orthodoxy the tablespoonfuls should pass down the oesophagus three times a day.’ He paused, becoming, with his assumed air of confidence, more blandly offensive than ever. ‘Now tell me, doctor, what’s in it? Spirit of nitre by the smell. Wonderful stuff, sweet spirit of nitre. Wonderful, wonderful, my dear doctor! Carminative, stimulant, diuretic, and you can swill it by the tubful. Don’t you remember what it says in the little red book? When in doubt give spirit of nitre, or is it pot. iod. Tut! Tut! I seem to have forgotten some of my essentials.’ Again there was a silence in the wooden shed broken only by the drumming of the rain upon the tin roof. Suddenly Denny laughed, a mocking appreciation of the blank expression on Andrew’s face.


He said derisively:


‘Science apart, doctor, you might satisfy my curiosity. Why have you come here?’


By this time Andrew’s temper was rising rapidly. He answered grimly.


‘My idea was to turn Drineffy into a health resort – a sort of spa, you know.’


Again Denny laughed. His laugh was an insult, which made Andrew long to hit him. ‘Witty, witty, my dear doctor. The true Scots steamroller humour. Unfortunately I can’t recommend the water here as being ideally suited for a spa. As to the medical gentlemen – my dear doctor, in this valley they’re the rag-tag and bobtail of a glorious, a truly noble profession.’


‘Including yourself?’


‘Precisely!’ Denny nodded. He was silent a moment, contemplating Andrew from beneath his sandy eyebrows. Then he dropped his mocking irony, his ugly features turned morose again. His tone, though bitter, was serious. ‘Look here, Manson! I realise you’re just passing through on your way to Harley Street, but in the meantime there are one or two things about this place you ought to know. You won’t find it conform to the best traditions of romantic practice. There’s no hospital, no ambulance, no X-rays, no anything. If you want to operate you use the kitchen table. You wash up afterwards at the scullery bosh. The sanitation won’t bear looking at. In a dry summer the kids die like flies with infantile cholera. Page, your boss, was a damn good old doctor, but he’s finished now, finished by overwork, and’ll never do a hand’s turn again. Nicholls, my owner, is a tight little money-chasing midwife. Bramwell, the Lung Buster, knows nothing but a few sentimental recitations and the Songs of Solomon. As for myself, I better anticipate the gay tidings – I drink like a fish. Oh! and Jenkins, your tame druggist, does a thriving trade, on the side, in little lead pills for female ills. I think that’s about all. Come, Hawkins, we’ll go.’ He called the mongrel and moved heavily towards the door. There he paused, his eyes ranging again from the bottle on the counter to Manson. His tone was flat, quite uninterested. ‘By the way, I should look out for enteric in Glydar Place if I were you. Some of these cases aren’t exactly typical.’


‘Ping’ went the door again. Before Andrew could answer Doctor Philip Denny and Hawkins disappeared into the wet darkness.









Chapter Three


It was not his lumpy flock mattress which caused Andrew to sleep badly that night, but the growing anxiety of the case in Glydar Place. Was it enteric? Denny’s parting remark had started a fresh train of doubt and misgiving in his already uncertain mind. Dreading that he had overlooked some vital symptom he restrained himself with difficulty from rising and revisiting the case at an unearthly hour of the morning. Indeed, as he tossed and turned through the long restless night he came to ask himself if he knew anything of medicine at all.


Manson’s nature was extraordinarily intense. Probably he derived this from his mother, a Highland woman who, in her childhood, had watched the Northern lights leap through the frosted sky from her home in Ullapool. His father, John Manson, a small Fifeshire farmer, had been solid, painstaking and steady. He had never made a success of the land and when he was killed in the Yeomanry in the last year of the War, he had left the affairs of the little steading in a sad muddle. For twelve months Jessie Manson had struggled to run the farm as a dairy, even driving the float upon the milk-round herself when she felt Andrew was too busy with his books to do so. Then the cough which she had unsuspectedly endured for a period of years turned worse and suddenly she surrendered to the lung complaint which ravages that soft-skinned, dark-haired type. At eighteen Andrew found himself alone, a first year student at St Andrews University, carrying a scholarship worth £40 a year, but otherwise penniless. His salvation had been the Glen Endowment, that typically Scottish foundation which in the naïve terminology of the late Sir Andrew Olen ‘invites deserving and necessitous students of the baptismal name of Andrew to apply for loans not exceeding £50 a year for five years provided they are conscientiously prepared to reimburse such loans whenever they have qualified.’


The Glen Endowment, coupled with some gay starvation, had sent Andrew through the remainder of his course at St Andrews, then on to the Medical Schools in the city of Dundee. And gratitude to the Endowment, allied to an inconvenient honesty, had sent him hurrying down to South Wales – where newly qualified assistants could command the highest remuneration – to a salary of £250 a year, when in his heart he would have preferred a clinical appointment at the Edinburgh Royal and an honorarium of one tenth that sum.


And now he was in Drineffy, rising, shaving, dressing, all in a haze of worry over his first patient. He ate his breakfast quickly, then ran up to his room again. There he opened his bag and took out a small blue leather case. He opened the case and gazed earnestly at the medal inside, the Hunter Gold Medal, awarded annually at St Andrews to the best student in clinical medicine. He, Andrew Manson, had won it. He prized it beyond everything, had come to regard it as his talisman, his inspiration for the future. But this morning he viewed it less with pride than with a queer, secret entreaty, as though trying to restore his confidence in himself. Then he hurried out for the morning surgery.


Dai Jenkins was already in the wooden shanty when Andrew reached it, running water from the tap into a large earthenware pipkin. He was a quick little whippet of a man with purple-veined, hollow cheeks, eyes that went everywhere at once and the tightest pair of trousers on his thin legs that Andrew had ever seen. He greeted Manson ingratiatingly:


‘You don’t have to be so early, doctor. I can do the repeat mixtures and the certificates before you come in. Miss Page had a rubber stamp made with doctor’s signature when he was taken bad.’


‘Thanks,’ Andrew answered. ‘I’d rather see the cases myself.’ He paused, shaken momentarily from his anxiety by the dispenser’s procedure. ‘What’s the idea?’


Jenkins winked. ‘Tastes better out of here. We know what good old aqua means, eh, doctor, bach. But the patients don’t. I’d look a proper fool too, wouldn’t I, them standin’ there watchin’ me fillin’ up their bottles out the tap.’


Plainly the little dispenser wished to be communicative, but here a voice rang out from the back door of the house forty yards away.


‘Jenkins! Jenkins! I want you – right away.’


Jenkins jumped, his nerves were apparently in a very poor state. He muttered: ‘Excuse me, doctor. There’s Miss Page callin’ me. I’ll . . . I’ll have to run.’


Fortunately there were few people at the morning surgery, which was over at half past ten, and Andrew, presented with a list of visits by Jenkins, set out at once with Thomas in the gig. With an almost painful expectancy he told the old groom to drive direct to 7 Glydar Place.


Twenty minutes later he came out of No. 7, pale, with his lips tightly compressed and an odd expression on his face. He went two doors down, into No. 11, which was also on his list. From No. 11 he crossed the street to No. 18. From No. 18 he went round the corner to Radnor Place where two further visits were marked by Jenkins as having been seen the day before. Altogether, within the space of an hour, he made seven such calls in the immediate vicinity. Five of them, including No. 7 Glydar Place, which was now showing a typical rash, were clear cases of enteric. For the last ten days Jenkins had been treating them with chalk and opium. Now, whatever his own bungling efforts of the previous night had been, Andrew realised with a shiver of apprehension that he had an outbreak of typhoid fever on his hands.


The remainder of his round he accomplished as quickly as possible in a state dithering towards panic. At lunch, during which Miss Page dealt out a dish of boiled fish, which she explained frowningly, ‘I ordered it for Doctor Page but he don’t seem to fancy it somehow,’ he brooded upon the problem in frozen silence. He saw that he could get little information and no help from Miss Page. He decided he must speak to Doctor Page himself.


But when he went up to the doctor’s room the curtains were drawn and Edward lay prostrate with a pressure headache, his forehead deeply flushed and furrowed by pain. Though he motioned his visitor to sit with him a little, Andrew felt it would be cruelty to thrust this trouble upon him at present. As he rose to go, after remaining seated by the bedside for a few minutes, he had to confine himself to asking:


‘Doctor Page, if we get an infectious case, what’s the best thing to do?’


There was a pause. Page replied with closed eyes, not moving, as though the mere act of speech were enough to aggravate his migraine. ‘It’s always been difficult. We’ve no hospital, let alone an isolation ward. If you should run into anything very nasty ring up Griffiths at Toniglan. That’s fifteen miles down the valley. He’s the district medical officer.’ Another pause, longer than before. ‘But I’m afraid he’s not very helpful.’


Reinforced by this information, Andrew hastened down to the hall and rang up Toniglan. While he stood with the receiver to his ear he saw Annie, the servant, looking at him through the kitchen door.


‘Hello! Hello! Is that Doctor Griffiths of Toniglan.’ He got through at last.


A man’s voice answered very guardedly. ‘Who wants him?’


‘This is Manson of Drineffy. Doctor Page’s assistant.’ Andrew’s tone was overpitched. ‘I’ve got five cases of typhoid up here. I want Doctor Griffiths to come up immediately.’


There was the barest pause, then with a rush the reply came back in a sing-song intonation, very Welsh and apologetic. ‘I’m powerful sorry, doctor, indeed I am, but Doctor Griffiths has gone to Swansea. Important official business.’


‘When will he be back?’ shouted Manson. This line was bad.


‘Indeed, doctor, I couldn’t say for certain.’


‘But listen . . .’


There was a click at the far end. Very quietly the other had rung off. Manson swore out loud with nervous violence. ‘Damn it, I believe that was Griffiths himself.’


He rang the number again, failed to get a connection. Yet, persisting doggedly, he was about to ring again when turning, he found that Annie had advanced into the hall, her hands folded upon her apron, her eyes contemplating him soberly. She was a woman of perhaps forty-five, very clean and tidy, with a grave, enduring placidity of expression.


‘I couldn’t help but hear, doctor,’ she said. ‘You’ll never find Doctor Griffiths in Toniglan this hour of day. He do go to the golf at Swansea afternoons mostly.’


He answered angrily, swallowing a lump that hung in his throat. ‘But I think that was him I spoke to.’


‘Maybe.’ She smiled faintly. ‘When he don’t go to Swansea I’ve ’eard tell he do say ’e ’ave gone.’ She considered him with tranquil friendliness before turning away. ‘I wouldn’t waste my time on him if I was you.’


Andrew replaced the receiver with a deepening sense of indignation and distress. Cursing, he went out and visited his cases once more. When he got back it was time for evening surgery. For an hour and a half he sat in the little back-shop cubicle which was the consulting-room, wrestling with a packed surgery until the walls sweated and the place was choked with the steam of damp bodies. Miners with beat knee, cut fingers, nystagmus, chronic arthritis. Their wives, too, and their children with coughs, colds, sprains – all the minor ailments of humanity. Normally he would have enjoyed it, welcomed the quiet appraising scrutiny of these dark, sallow-skinned people with whom he felt he was on probation. But now, obsessed by the major issue, his head reeled with the impact of these trifling complaints. Yet all the time he was reaching his decision, thinking, as he wrote prescriptions, sounded chests and offered words of advice, ‘It was he who put me on to the thing. I hate him. Yes, I loathe him – superior devil – like hell. But I can’t help that, I’ll have to go to him.’


At half past nine when the last patient had left the surgery he came out of his den with resolution in his eyes.


‘Jenkins, where does Doctor Denny live?’


The little dispenser, hastily bolting the outer door for fear another straggler might come in, turned with a look of horror on his face that was almost comic.


‘You aren’t goin’ to have anything to do with that fellow, doctor? Miss Page – she don’t like him.’


Andrew asked grimly:


‘Why doesn’t Miss Page like him?’


‘For the same reason everybody don’t. ’E’s been so damn rude to her.’ Jenkins paused, then, reading Manson’s look, he added, reluctantly, ‘Oh, well, if you ’ave to know, it’s with Mrs Seager he stops, Number Forty-nine Chapel Street.’


Out again. He had been going the whole day long yet any tiredness he might have felt was lost in a sense of responsibility, the burden of those cases, pressing, pressing, urgently upon his shoulders. His main feeling was one of relief when, on reaching Chapel Street, he found that Denny was at his lodgings. The landlady showed him in.


If Denny was surprised to see him he concealed it. He merely asked, after a prolonged and aggravating stare, ‘Well! Killed anybody yet?’


Still standing in the doorway of the warm untidy sitting-room Andrew reddened. But, making a great effort, he conquered his temper and his pride. He said abruptly:


‘You were right. It was enteric. I ought to be shot for not recognising it. I’ve got five cases. I’m not exactly overjoyed at having to come here. But I don’t know the ropes. I rang the MO and couldn’t get a word out of him. I’ve come to ask your advice.’ Denny, half slewed round in his chair by the fire, listening, pipe in mouth, at last made a grudging gesture. ‘You’d better come in.’ With sudden irritation, ‘Oh! and for God’s sake take a chair. Don’t stand there like a Presbyterian parson about to forbid the banns. Have a drink? No! I thought you wouldn’t.’


Though Andrew stiffly complied with the request, seating himself and even, defensively, lighting a cigarette, Denny seemed in no hurry. He sat prodding the dog Hawkins with the toe of his burst slipper. But at length, when Manson had finished his cigarette, he said with a jerk of his head:


‘Take a look at that, if you like!’


On the table indicated a microscope stood, a fine Zeiss, and some slides. Andrew focused a slide then slid round the oil immersion and immediately picked up the rod-shaped clusters of the bacteria. ‘It’s very clumsily done, of course,’ Denny said quickly and cynically, as though forestalling criticism. ‘Practically botched, in fact. I’m no lab. merchant, thank God! If anything I’m a surgeon. But you’ve got to be jack-of-all-trades under our bloody system. There’s no mistake, though, even to the naked eye. I cooked them on agar in my oven.’


‘You’ve got cases too?’ Andrew asked with tense interest.


‘Four! All in the same area as yours.’ He paused. ‘And these bugs come from the well in Glydar Place.’


Andrew gazed at him, alert, burning to ask a dozen questions, realising something of the genuineness of the other man’s work, and beyond everything, overjoyed that he had been shown the focus of the epidemic.


‘You see,’ Denny resumed with that same cold and bitter irony. ‘Paratyphoid is more or less endemic here. But one day soon, very soon, we’re going to have a pretty little blaze up. It’s the main sewer that’s to blame. It leaks like the devil and seeps into half the low wells at the bottom of the town. I’ve hammered at Griffiths about it till I’m tired. He’s a lazy, evasive, incompetent, pious swine. Last time I rang him I said I’d knock his block off next time I met him. Probably that’s why he welshed on you to-day.’


‘It’s a damned shame,’ Andrew burst out, forgetting himself in a sudden rush of indignation.


Denny shrugged his shoulders. ‘He’s afraid to ask the Council for anything in case they dock his wretched salary to pay for it.’ There was a silence. Andrew had a warm desire that the conversation might continue. Despite his hostility towards Denny, he found a strange stimulus in the other’s pessimism, in his scepticism, his cold and measured cynicism. Yet now he had no pretext on which to prolong his stay. He got up from his seat at the table and moved towards the door, concealing his feelings, striving to express a formal gratitude, to give some indication of his relief.


‘I’m much obliged for the information. You’ve let me see how I stand. I was worried about the origin, thought I might be dealing with a carrier, but since you’ve localised it to the well it’s a lot simpler. From now on every drop of water in Glydar Place is going to be boiled.’


Denny rose also. He growled. ‘It’s Griffiths who ought to be boiled.’ Then with a return of his satiric humour, ‘Now, no touching thanks, doctor, if you please. We shall probably have to endure a little more of each other before this thing is finished. Come and see me any time you can bear it. We don’t have much social life in this neighbourhood.’ He glanced at the dog and concluded rudely, ‘Even a Scots doctor would be welcome. Isn’t that so, Sir John?’


Sir John Hawkins flogged the rug with his tail, his pink tongue lolling derisively at Manson.


Yet, going home via Glydar Place, where he left strict instructions regarding the water supply, Andrew realised that he did not detest Denny so much as he had thought.









Chapter Four


Andrew threw himself into the enteric campaign with all the fire of his impetuous and ardent nature. He loved his work and he counted himself fortunate to have been afforded such an opportunity so early in his career. During these first weeks he slaved joyfully. He had all the ordinary routine of the practice on his hands, yet somehow he got through with it, then turned exultantly to his typhoid cases.


Perhaps he was lucky in this, his first assault. As the end of the month drew near, all his enteric patients were doing well and he seemed to have confined the outbreak. When he thought of his precautions, so rigidly enforced – the boiling of the water, the disinfection and isolation, the carbolic-soaked sheet on every door, the pounds of chloride of lime he had ordered to Doctor Page’s account and himself shot down the Glydar drains, he exclaimed in elation: ‘It’s working. I don’t deserve it. But by God! I’m doing it!’ He took a secret, detestable delight in the fact that his cases were mending quicker than Denny’s.


Denny still puzzled, exasperated him. They naturally saw each other often because of the proximity of their cases. It pleased Denny to exert the full force of his irony upon the work which they were doing. He referred to Manson and himself as ‘grimly battling with the epidemic’ and savoured the cliché with vindictive relish. But for all his satire, his sneers of ‘don’t forget, doctor, we’re upholding the honour of a truly glorious profession,’ he went close to his patients, sat on their beds, laid his hands upon them, spent hours in their sickrooms.


At times Andrew came near to liking him for a flash of shy, self-conscious simplicity, then the whole thing would be shattered by a morose and sneering word. Hurt and baffled, Andrew turned one day in the hope of enlightenment to the Medical Directory. It was a five-year-old copy on Doctor Page’s shelf, but it held some startling information. It showed Philip Denny as an honours scholar of Cambridge and Guy’s, a MS of England, holding – at that date – a practice with an honorary surgical appointment in the ducal town of Leeborough.


Then, on the tenth day of November, Denny unexpectedly rang him up.


‘Manson! I’d like to see you. Can you come to my place at three o’clock? It’s important.’


‘Very well. I’ll be there.’


Andrew went into lunch thoughtfully. As he ate the cottage pie that was his portion he felt Blodwen Page’s eye fastened on him with a certain inquiry.


‘Who was that on the phone? So it was Denny, eh? You don’t have to go around with that fellow. He’s no use at all.’


He faced her bluntly. ‘On the contrary, I’ve found him a great deal of use.’


‘Go on with you, doctor!’ Miss Page seemed put out by his reply. ‘He’s reg’lar queer. Mostly he don’t give medicine at all. Why, when Megan Rhys Morgan, who had to have medicine all her life, went to him he told her to walk two mile up the mountain every day and stop bogging herself with hogwash. These was his very words. She came to us after, I can tell you, and has had bottles and bottles of splendid medicine from Jenkins ever since. Oh! he’s an insulting devil. He has got a wife somewhere by all accounts. Not livin’ with him. See! Mostly he’s drunk also. You leave him alone, doctor, and remember you’re workin’ for Doctor Page.’


As she flung the familiar injunction at his head Andrew felt a quick rush of anger sweep over him. He was doing his utmost to please her, yet there seemed no limit to her demands. Her attitude, whether alternating between dryness or jollity, seemed always designed to get the last ounce out of him. He felt a sudden unreasonable anger. His first month’s pay was already three days overdue, perhaps an oversight upon her part, yet one which had worried and annoyed him considerably. At the sight of her there, assured and self-contained, sitting in judgment upon Denny, his feelings got the better of him. He said with sudden heat: ‘I’d be more likely to remember that I’m working for Doctor Page if I had my month’s salary, Miss Page.’


She reddened so indignantly that he was sure the matter had altogether escaped her mind. She held her head very erect. ‘You shall have it. The idea!’


For the rest of the meal she sat in a huff, not looking at him, as though he had insulted her. And, indeed, he was conscious of an equal annoyance against himself. He had spoken without thinking, without wishing to offend her. He felt that his quick temper had placed him in a false position.


As he went on with his lunch he could not help reflecting on the relations which existed between Miss Page and himself. The truth was that, from the first moment when he had entered Bryngower, he had sensed that they were unsympathetic to one another. Perhaps the fault lay on his side – the realisation made him moodier than ever – he knew that his manner was stiff and difficult.


And there was no doubt that Blodwen Page was a most estimable woman, a good and economical housewife, who never wasted a moment of her time. She had many friends in Drineffy, everyone spoke well of her. And, indeed, her unsparing devotion to her brother, her unstinted loyalty to his interests made her almost a paragon.


Nevertheless, to Andrew she was always a little sterile, a spare dry spinster whose smile could never quite convince him of real warmth. If only she had been married, been surrounded by a family of romping children, she would have pleased him better.


After lunch she rose and, a moment later, called him into the sitting-room. Her mood was dignified, even austere.


‘Here is your money then, doctor. I have found that my assistants prefer to be paid in cash. Sit down and I will count it for you.’


She herself was seated in the green plush armchair and in her lap were a number of pound notes and her black leather purse.


Taking up the notes, she began to count them meticulously into Manson’s hand – ‘One, two, three, four.’ When she had given him twenty she opened her purse and, with the same exactitude, counted out sixteen shillings and eightpence. She then remarked:


‘I think that is correct, doctor, for one month. We agreed on a salary of two hundred and fifty a year.’


‘It’s quite correct,’ he said awkwardly. She gave him a pale glance.


‘So now you know I don’t intend to cheat you, doctor.’


Andrew left the house in a smouldering irritation. Her rebuke stung him the more because he felt it to be justified.


Only when he reached the post office, bought a registered envelope and posted the twenty pounds to the Glen Endowment – he kept the silver as pocket money for himself – he saw Doctor Bramwell approaching and his expression lightened further. Bramwell came slowly, his large feet pressing down the pavement majestically, his seedy black figure erect, uncut white hair sweeping over the back of his soiled collar, eyes fixed on the book he held at arm’s length. When he reached Andrew, whom he had seen from half-way down the street, he gave a theatrical start of recognition.


‘Ah! Manson, my boy! I was so immersed, I almost missed you!’


Andrew smiled. He was already on friendly terms with Doctor Bramwell, who, unlike Nicholls, the other ‘listed’ doctor, had given him a cordial welcome on his arrival. Bramwell’s practice was not extensive, and did not permit him the luxury of an assistant, but he had a grand manner, and some attitudes worthy of a great healer.


He closed his book, studiously marking the place with one dirty forefinger, then thrust his free hand picturesquely into the breast of his faded coat. He was so theatrical he seemed hardly real. But there he was, in the main street of Drineffy. No wonder Denny had named him the Lung Buster.


‘And how, my dear boy, are you liking our little community? As I told you when you called upon my dear wife and myself at The Retreat, it isn’t so bad as it might appear at first sight. We have our talent, our culture. My dear wife and I do our best to foster it. We carry the torch, Manson, even in the wilderness. You must come to us one evening. Do you sing?’


Andrew had an awful feeling that he must laugh. Bramwell was continuing with unction:


‘Of course, we have all heard of your work with the enteric cases. Drineffy is proud of you, my dear boy. I only wish the chance had come my way. If there’s any emergency in which I can be of service to you, call upon me!’


A sense of compunction – who was he that he should be amused by the older man? – prompted Andrew to reply.


‘As a matter of fact, Doctor Bramwell, I’ve got a really interesting secondary mediastinitis in one of my cases, very unusual. You may care to see it with me if you’re free.’


‘Yes?’ queried Bramwell with a slight fall in his enthusiasm. ‘I don’t wish to trouble you.’


‘It’s just round the corner,’ Andrew said hospitably. ‘And I’ve got half an hour to spare before I meet Doctor Denny. We’ll be there in a second.’


Bramwell hesitated, looked for a minute as though he might refuse, then made a damped gesture of assent. They walked down to Glydar Place and went in to see the patient.


The case was, as Manson had inferred, one of unusual interest, involving a rare instance of persistence of the thymus gland. He was genuinely proud to have diagnosed it and he experienced a warm sense of communicative ardour as he invited Bramwell to share the thrill of the discovery.


But Doctor Bramwell, despite his protestations, seemed unattracted by the opportunity. He followed Andrew into the room haltingly, breathing through his nose, and in lady-like fashion approached the bed. Here he drew up and, at a safe range, made a cursory investigation. Nor was he disposed to linger. Only when they left the house, and he had inhaled a long breath of the pure fresh air, did his normal eloquence return. He glowed towards Andrew.


‘I’m glad to have seen your case with you, my boy, firstly because I feel it part of a doctor’s calling never to shrink from the danger of infection and secondly because I rejoice in the chance of scientific advancement. Believe it or not, this is the best case of inflammation of the pancreas I have ever seen!’


He shook hands and hurried off, leaving Andrew utterly nonplussed. The pancreas, thought Andrew dazedly. It was no mere slip of the tongue which had caused Bramwell to make that crass error. His entire conduct at the case betrayed his ignorance. He simply did not know. Andrew rubbed his brow. To think that a qualified practitioner, in whose hands lay the lives of hundreds of human beings, did not know the difference between the pancreas and the thymus, when one lay in the belly and the other in the chest – why, it was nothing short of staggering!


He walked slowly up the street towards Denny’s lodging, realising once again how his whole orderly conception of the practice of medicine was toppling about him. He knew himself to be raw, inadequately trained, quite capable of making mistakes through his inexperience. But Bramwell was not inexperienced and because of that his ignorance was inexcusable. Unconsciously Andrew’s thoughts returned to Denny who never failed in his derision towards this profession to which they belonged. Denny at first had aggravated him intensely by his weary contention that all over Britain there were thousands of incompetent doctors distinguished for nothing but their sheer stupidity and an acquired capacity for bluffing their patients. Now he began to question if there were not some truth in what Denny said. He determined to reopen the argument this afternoon.


But when he entered Denny’s room, he saw immediately that the occasion was not one for academic discussion. Philip received him in morose silence with a gloomy eye and a darkened forehead. Then, after a moment, he said:


‘Young Jones died this morning at seven o’clock. Perforation.’ He spoke quietly, with a still, cold fury. ‘And I have two new enterics in Ystrad Row.’


Andrew dropped his eyes, sympathising, yet hardly knowing what to say.


‘Don’t look so smug about it,’ Denny went on bitterly. ‘It’s sweet for you to see my cases go wrong and yours recover. But it won’t be so pretty when that cursed sewer leaks your way.’


‘No, no! Honestly, I’m sorry,’ Andrew said impulsively. ‘We’ll have to do something about it. We must write to the Ministry of Health.’


‘We could write a dozen letters,’ Philip answered, with grim restraint. ‘And all we’d get would be a doddering commissioner down here in six months’ time. No! I’ve thought it all out. There’s only one way to make them build a new sewer.’


‘How?’


‘Blow up the old one!’


For a second Andrew wondered if Denny had taken leave of his senses. Then he perceived something of the other’s hard intention. He stared at him in consternation. Try as he might to reconstruct his changing ideas, Denny seemed fated to demolish them. He muttered:


‘There’ll be a heap of trouble – if it’s found out.’


Denny glanced up arrogantly.


‘You needn’t come in with me, if you don’t want to.’


‘Oh, I’m coming in with you,’ Andrew answered slowly. ‘But God knows why!’


All that afternoon Manson went about his work fretfully regretting the promise he had given. He was a madman, this Denny, who would, sooner or later, involve him in serious trouble. It was a dreadful thing that he now proposed, a breach of the law which, if discovered, would bring them into the police-court and might even cause them to be scored off the medical register. A tremor of sheer horror passed over Andrew at the thought of his beautiful career, stretching so shiningly before him, suddenly cut short, ruined. He cursed Philip violently, swore inwardly a dozen times that he would not go.


Yet, for some strange and complex reason, he would not, could not draw back.


At eleven o’clock that night Denny and he started out in company with the mongrel Hawkins for the end of Chapel Street. It was very dark with a gusty wind and a fine spatter of rain which blew into their faces at the street corners. Denny had made his plan and timed it carefully. The late shift at the mine had gone in an hour ago. A few lads hung about old Thomas’s house at the top end but otherwise the street was deserted.


The two men and the dog moved quietly. In the pocket of his heavy overcoat, Denny had six sticks of dynamite especially stolen for him that afternoon from the powder shed at the quarry by Tom Seager, his landlady’s son. Andrew carried six cocoa tins each with a hole bored in the lid, an electric torch, and a length of fuse. Slouching along, coat-collar turned up, one eye directed apprehensively across his shoulder, his mind a whirl of conflicting emotions, he gave only the curtest answers to Denny’s brief remarks. He wondered grimly what Lamplough – bland professor of the orthodox – would think of him, involved in this outrageous nocturnal adventure.


Immediately above Glydar Place they reached the main manhole of the sewer, a rusty iron cover set in rotten concrete, and there they set to work. The gangrenous cover had not been disturbed for years but, after a struggle, they prised it up. Then Andrew shone the torch discreetly into the odorous depths, where on the crumbled stonework a dirty stream flowed slimily.


‘Pretty, isn’t it,’ Denny rasped. ‘Take a look at the cracks in that pointing. Take a last look, Manson.’


No more was said. Inexplicably, Andrew’s mood had changed and he was conscious now of a wild upswing of elation, a determination equal to Denny’s own. People were dying of this festering abomination and petty officialdom had done nothing. It was not the moment for the bedside manner and a niggling bottle of physic!


They began to deal swiftly with the cocoa tins, slipping a stick of dynamite in each. Fuses of graduated lengths were cut and attached. A match flared in the darkness, startling in its hard illumination of Denny’s pale hard face, his own shaking hands.


Then the first fuse spluttered. One by one the live cocoa tins were floated down the sluggish currents, those with the longest fuses going first. Andrew could not see clearly. His heart was thudding with excitement. It might not be orthodox medicine but it was the best moment he had ever known. As the last tin went in with its short fuse fizzing, Hawkins took it into his head to hunt a rat. There was a breathless interlude, filled with the yapping of the dog and the fearful possibilities of an explosion beneath their feet, while they chased and captured him. Then the manhole cover was flung back and they raced frantically thirty yards up the street.


They had barely reached the corner of Radnor Place and stopped to look round when bang! the first can went off.


‘By God!’ Andrew gasped, exultantly. ‘We’ve done it, Denny!’ He had a sense of comradeship with the other man, he wanted to grip him by the hand, to shout aloud.


Then swiftly, beautifully, the muffled explosions followed, two, three, four, five and the last a glorious detonation that must have been at least a quarter of a mile down the valley.


‘There!’ said Denny in a suppressed voice, as though all the secret bitterness of his life escaped into that single word. ‘That’s the end of one bit of rottenness!’


He had barely spoken before the commotion broke. Doors and windows were flung open, shedding light upon the darkened roadway. People ran out of their houses. In a minute the street was thronged. At first the cry went up that it was an explosion at the mine. But this was quickly contradicted – the sounds had come from down the valley. Arguments arose and shouted speculations. A party of men set out with lanterns to explore. The hubbub and confusion made the night ring. Under cover of the darkness and the noise, Denny and Manson started to dodge home by the back ways. There was a singing triumph in Andrew’s blood.


Before eight o’clock next morning Doctor Griffiths arrived upon the scene by car, fat, veal-faced and verging upon panic, summoned from his warm bed with much blasphemy by Councillor Glyn Morgan. Griffiths might refuse to answer the calls of the local doctors but there was no denying the angry command of Glyn Morgan. And, indeed, Glyn Morgan had cause for anger. The Councillor’s new villa half a mile down the valley had, overnight, become surrounded by a moat of more than mediaeval squalor. For half an hour the Councillor, supported by his adherents, Hamar Davies and Deawn Roberts, told their medical officer, in voices audible to many, exactly what they thought of him.


At the end of it, wiping his forehead, Griffiths tottered over to Denny who, with Manson, stood amongst the interested and edified crowd. Andrew had a sudden qualm at the approach of the health officer. A troubled night had left him less elated. In the cold light of morning, abashed by the havoc of the torn-up road, he was again uncomfortable, nervously perturbed. But Griffiths was in no condition to be suspicious.


‘Man, man,’ he quavered to Philip. ‘We’ll have to get that new sewer for you straight off now.’


Denny’s face remained expressionless.


‘I warned you about that months ago,’ he said frigidly. ‘Don’t you remember?’


‘Yes, yes, indeed! But how was I to guess the wretched thing would blow up this way. It’s a mystery to me how it all happened.’


Denny looked at him coolly.


‘Where’s your knowledge of public health, doctor? Don’t you know these sewer gases are highly inflammable.’


The construction of the new sewer was begun on the following Monday.









Chapter Five


It was three months later and a fine March afternoon. The promise of spring scented the soft breeze blowing across the mountains where vague streaks of green defied the dominating heaped and quarried ugliness. Under the crisp blue sky even Drineffy was beautiful.


As he went out to pay a call, which had just come in, at 3 Riskin Street, Andrew felt his heart quicken to the day. Gradually he was becoming acclimatised to this strange town, primitive and isolated, entombed by the mountains, and no places of amusement, not even a cinema, nothing but its grim mine, its quarries and oreworks, its string of chapels and bleak rows of houses, a queer and silently contained community.


And the people, they also were strange, yet Andrew, though he saw them so alien to himself, could not but feel stirrings of affection towards them. With the exception of the tradesfolk, the preachers and a few professional people, they were all directly in employment to the Company. At the end and beginning of each shift the quiet streets would suddenly awake, re-echoing to steel-shod footfalls, unexpectedly alive with an army of marching figures. The clothing, boots, hands, even the faces of those from the hematite mine bore bright red powdering of ore dust. The quarrymen wore moleskins with pads and gartered knees. The puddlers were conspicuous in their trousers of blue twill.


They spoke little and much of what they said was in the Welsh tongue. They had the air in their self-contained aloofness of being a race apart. Yet they were a kindly people. Their enjoyments were simple, and were found usually in their own homes, in the chapel halls, on the foreshortened rugby football ground at the top of the town. Their prevailing passion was, perhaps, a love of music – not the cheap melodies of the moment, but stern, classical music. It was not uncommon for Andrew, walking at night along the rows, to hear the sound of a piano coming from one of these poor homes, a Beethoven sonata or a Chopin prelude, beautifully played, floating through the still air, rising to these inscrutable mountains and beyond.


The position in regard to Doctor Page’s practice was now clear to Andrew. Edward Page would never see another patient. But the men did not like to ‘go off’ Page who had served them faithfully for over thirty years. And the devoted Blodwen, bringing her forces to bear upon Watkins, the mine manager, through whom the workmen’s medical contributions were paid, had succeeded in keeping her brother on the Company’s list, and was in consequence receiving a good income, perhaps one sixth of which she paid out to Manson, who did all the work.


Andrew was profoundly sorry for Edward Page. Edward, a gentle, simple soul, who had never had much enjoyment in his lonely bachelor life. He had literally worked himself out in the unswerving pursuit of duty in this harsh valley. Now, broken and bedridden, he was a man without interest. True, he was fond of Blodwen, and she, in a secret intense fashion, was fond of Edward. He, Doctor Page, was her dear brother. Coming into the room while Andrew sat with the sick man she would advance, smiling apparently, yet with a queer jealous sense of exclusion, exclaiming:


‘Hey! What are you two talkin’ about!’


It was impossible not to love Edward Page, he had so manifestly the spiritual qualities of sacrifice and unselfishness. He would lie there, helpless in bed, a worn-out man, submissive to all the attentions of his sister, thanking her merely by a movement of his eyes, a wry contraction of his brows.


There was no need for him to remain in Drineffy and he had occasionally vague desires to get away to a warmer, kindlier place. Once, when Andrew asked: ‘Is there anything you’d like, sir,’ he had sighed: ‘I’d like to get out of here, my boy. I’ve been reading about that island – Capri – they’re going to make a bird sanctuary there.’ Then he had turned his face sideways on the pillow. The longing in his voice was very sad.


He never spoke of the practice except to say occasionally in a spent voice: ‘I daresay I didn’t know a great deal. Yet I did my best.’ But he would spend hours lying absolutely still, watching his window-sill, where Annie every morning devotedly placed crumbs, bacon rind and grated coconut. On Sunday forenoons an old miner, Enoch Davies, came in, very stiff in his rusty black suit and celluloid dicky, to sit with Page. The two men watched the birds in silence. On one occasion Andrew met Enoch stamping excitedly downstairs. ‘Man alive,’ burst out the old miner, ‘we’ve had a rare fine mornin’. Two bluetits playin’ pretty as you please on the sill for the best part of an hour.’ Enoch was Page’s only friend. He had great influence with the miners. He swore staunchly that not a man would come off the doctor’s list so long as he drew breath. He little knew how great a disservice his loyalty was to poor Edward Page.


Another frequent visitor to the house was the manager of the Western Counties Bank, Aneurin Rees, a long dry bald-headed man whom Andrew at first sight distrusted. Rees was a highly respected townsman who never by any chance met anyone’s eye. He came to spend a perfunctory five minutes with Doctor Page and was then closeted for an hour at a time with Miss Page. These interviews were perfectly moral. The question under discussion was money. Andrew judged that Blodwen had a good deal of it invested in sound stocks and that under the admirable direction of Aneurin Rees she was from time to time shrewdly increasing their holdings. Money, at this period, held no significance for Andrew. It was enough that he was regularly paying off his obligation to the Endowment. He had a few shillings in his pocket for cigarettes. Beyond that he had his work.


Now, more than ever, he appreciated how much his clinical work meant to him. It existed, the knowledge, as a warm ever-present inner consciousness which was like a fire at which he warmed himself when he was tired, depressed, perplexed. Lately, indeed, even stranger perplexities had formed and were moving more strongly than before with him. Medically, he had begun to think for himself. Perhaps Denny, with his radical destructive outlook, was mainly responsible for this. Denny’s codex was literally the opposite of everything which Manson had been taught. Condensed and framed, it might well have hung, text-like, above his bed: ‘I do not believe.’


Turned out to pattern by his medical school, Manson had faced the future with a well-bound text-book confidence. He had acquired a smattering of physics, chemistry and biology – at least he had slit up and studied the earthworm. Thereafter he had been dogmatically fed upon the accepted doctrines. He knew all the diseases, with their tabulated symptoms, and the remedies thereof. Take gout, for instance. You could cure it with colchicum. He could still see Professor Lamplough blandly purring to his class, ‘Vinum Colchici, gentlemen, twenty to thirty minim doses, an absolute specific in gout.’ But was it? – that was the question he now asked himself. A month ago he had tried colchicum, pushing it to the limit in a genuine case of ‘poor man’s’ gout – a severe and painful case. The result had been dismal failure.


And what about half, three-quarters of the other ‘remedies’ in the pharmacopoeia? This time he heard the voice of Doctor Eliot, lecturer on Materia Medica. ‘And now, gentlemen, we pass to elemi – a concrete resinous exudation, the botanical source of which is undetermined, but is probably Canarium commune, chiefly imported from Manilla, employed in ointment form, one in five, an admirable stimulant and disinfectant to sores and issues.’


Rubbish! Yes, absolute rubbish. He knew that now. Had Eliot ever tried unguentum elemi? He was convinced that Eliot had not. All of that erudite information came out of a book and that, in its turn, came out of another book and so on, right back, probably to the Middle Ages. The word ‘issues’, now dead as mutton, confirmed this view.


Denny had sneered at him, that first night, for naïvely compounding a bottle of medicine: Denny always sneered at the medicine compounders, the medicine swillers. Denny held that only half a dozen drugs were any use, the rest he cynically classed as ‘muck’. It was something, that view of Denny’s, to wrestle with in the night, a shattering thought, the ramifications of which Andrew could as yet only vaguely comprehend.


At this point in his reflections he arrived at Riskin Street and entered No. 3. Here he found the patient to be a small boy of nine years of age, named Joey Howells, who was exhibiting a mild, seasonal attack of measles. The case was of little consequence, yet because of the circumstances of the household, which was a poor one, it promised inconvenience to Joey’s mother. Howells himself, a day labourer at the quarries, had been laid up three months with pleurisy, for which no compensation was payable, and now Mrs Howells, a delicate woman, already run off her feet attending to one invalid, in addition to her work of cleaning Bethesda Chapel, was called upon to make provision for another.


At the end of his visit as Andrew stood talking to her at the door of her house, he remarked with regret:


‘You have your hands full. It’s a pity you must keep Idris home from school.’ Idris was Joey’s younger brother.


Mrs Howells raised her head quickly, a resigned little woman with shiny red hands and work swollen finger knuckles.


‘But Miss Barlow said I needn’t have him back.’


In spite of his sympathy Andrew felt a throb of annoyance. ‘Oh?’ he inquired. ‘And who is Miss Barlow?’


‘She’s the teacher at Bank Street School,’ said the unsuspecting Mrs Howells. ‘She come round to see me this morning. And seein’ how hard put I was, she’s let little Idris stop on in her class. Goodness only knows what I’d have done if I’d had him fallin’ over me as well!’


Andrew had a sharp impulse to tell her that she must obey his instructions and not those of a meddling schoolmistress. However, he saw well enough that Mrs Howells was not to blame. For the moment he made no comment, but as he took his leave and came down Riskin Street his face wore a resentful frown. He hated interference, especially with his work, and beyond everything he hated interfering women. The more he thought of it the angrier he became. It was distinct contravention of the regulations to keep Idris at school when Joey, his brother, was suffering from measles. He decided suddenly to call upon this officious Miss Barlow and have the matter out with her.


Five minutes later he ascended the incline of Bank Street, walked into the school and, having inquired his way of the janitor, he found himself outside the classroom of Standard 1. He knocked at the door, entered.


It was a large detached room, well ventilated, with a fire burning at one end. All the children were under seven and, as it was the afternoon break when he entered, each was having a glass of milk – part of an assistance scheme introduced by the local branch of the MWU. His eyes fell upon the mistress at once. She was busy writing out sums upon the blackboard, her back towards him, and she did not immediately observe him. But suddenly she turned round.


She was so different from the intrusive female of his indignant fancy that he hesitated. Or perhaps it was the surprise in her brown eyes which made him immediately ill at ease. He flushed and said:


‘Are you Miss Barlow?’


‘Yes.’ She was a slight figure in a brown tweed skirt, woollen stockings and small stout shoes. His own age, he guessed, no, younger – about twenty-two. She inspected him, a little doubtful, faintly smiling, as though, weary of infantile arithmetic, she welcomed distraction on this fine spring day. ‘Aren’t you Doctor Page’s new assistant?’


‘That’s hardly the point,’ he answered stiffly, ‘though, as a matter of fact, I am Doctor Manson. I believe you have a contact here. Idris Howells. You know his brother has measles.’


There was a pause. Her eyes, though questioning now, were persistently friendly. Brushing back untidy hair she answered:


‘Yes, I know.’


Her failure to take his visit seriously was sending his temper up again.


‘Don’t you realise it’s quite against the rules to have him here?’


At his tone her colour rose and she lost her air of comradeship. He could not help thinking how clear and fresh her skin was, with a tiny brown mole, exactly the colour of her eyes, high on her right cheek. She was very fragile in her white blouse, and ridiculously young. Now she was breathing rather quickly, yet she spoke slowly: ‘Mrs Howells was at her wits’ end. Most of the children here have had measles. Those that haven’t are sure to get it sooner or later. If Idris had stopped off he’d have missed his milk which is doing him such a lot of good.’


‘It isn’t a question of his milk,’ he snapped. ‘He ought to be isolated.’


She answered stubbornly, ‘I have got him isolated – in a kind of way. If you don’t believe me look for yourself.’


He followed her glance. Idris, aged five, at a little desk all by himself near the fire, was looking extraordinarily pleased with life. His pale blue eyes goggled contentedly over the rim of his milk mug.


The sight infuriated Andrew. He laughed contemptuously, offensively.


‘That may be your idea of isolation. I’m afraid it isn’t mine. You must send that child home at once.’


Tiny points of light glinted in her eyes.


‘Doesn’t it occur to you that I’m the mistress of this class? You may be able to order people about in more exalted spheres. But here it’s my word that counts.’


He glared at her, with raging dignity.


‘You’re breaking the law! You can’t keep him here. If you do I’ll have to report you.’


A short silence followed. He could see her hand tighten on the chalk she held. That sign of her emotion added to his anger against her, yes, against himself. She said disdainfully:


‘Then you had better report me. Or have me arrested. I’ve no doubt it will give you immense satisfaction.’


Furious, he did not answer, feeling himself in an utterly false position. He tried to rally himself, raising his eyes, attempting to beat down hers, which now sparkled frostily towards him. For an instant they faced each other, so close he could see the soft beating in her neck, the gleam of her teeth between her parted lips. Then she said:


‘There’s nothing more, is there?’ She swung round tensely to the class. ‘Stand up, children, and say: “Good morning, Doctor Manson. Thank you for coming.”’


A clatter of chairs as the infants rose and chanted her ironic bidding. His ears were burning as she escorted him to the door. He had an exasperating sense of discomfiture and added to it the wretched suspicion that he had behaved badly in losing his temper while she had so admirably controlled hers. He sought for a crushing phrase, some final intimidating repartee. But before that came the door closed quietly in his face.









Chapter Six


Manson, after a furious evening during which he composed and tore up three vitriolic letters to the medical officer of health, tried to forget about the episode. His sense of humour, momentarily lost in the vicinity of Bank Street, made him impatient with himself because of his display of petty feeling. Following a sharp struggle with his stiff Scots pride, he decided he had been wrong, he could not dream of reporting the case, least of all to the ineffable Griffiths. Yet, though he made the attempt, he could not so easily dismiss Christine Barlow from his mind.


It was absurd that a juvenile school-mistress should so insistently occupy his thoughts or that he should be concerned by what she might think of him. He told himself it was a stupid case of injured pride. He knew that he was shy and awkward with women. Yet no amount of logic could alter the fact that he was now restless and a little irritable. At unguarded moments, as for example when he was falling off to sleep, the scene in the classroom would flash back to him with renewed vividness and he would find himself frowning in the darkness. He still saw her, crushing the chalk, her brown eyes warm with indignation. There were three small pearly buttons on the front of her blouse. Her figure was thin and agile, with a firm economy of line which spoke to him of much hard running and dauntless skipping in her childhood. He did not ask himself if she were pretty. It was enough that she stood, spare and living, before the screen of his sight. And his heart would turn unwillingly, with a kind of sweet oppression which he had never known before.


A fortnight later he was walking down Chapel Street in a fit of abstraction when he almost bumped into Mrs Bramwell at the corner of Station Road. He would have gone on without recognising her. She, however, stopped at once, and hailed him, dazzling him with a smile.


‘Why, Doctor Manson! The very man I’m looking for. I’m giving one of my little social evenings tonight. You’ll come, won’t you?’ Gladys Bramwell was a corn-haired lady of thirty-five, showily dressed, with a full figure, baby blue eyes and girlish ways. Gladys described herself romantically as a man’s woman. The gossips of Drineffy used another word. Doctor Bramwell doted upon her and it was rumoured that only his blind fondness prevented him from observing her more than skittish preoccupation with Doctor Gabell, the ‘coloured’ doctor from Toniglan.
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