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      Book One

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    On a damp evening in December, the fifth of that month, in the year 1919—a date which marked the beginning of a great change in my life—six o’clock had struck from the University tower and the soft mist from the Eldon River was creeping round the Experimental Pathology buildings at the foot of Fenner Hill, invading our long work-room that smelled faintly of formalin, and was lit only by low, green-shaded lamps.


    Professor Usher was still in his study—from behind the closed door on my right, with eardrums unnaturally attuned, I could hear his precise tones as he spoke, at length, upon the telephone. Surreptitiously, I glanced at the two other assistants who, with myself, made up the Professor’s team.


    Directly opposite, Spence stood at his bench, racking culture tubes, awaiting the arrival of his wife. She called for him regularly, every Friday night, and they went out together to dinner and the theatre. A slanting beam drew a cruel caricature of his broken profile upon the wall.


    In the far corner of the laboratory Lomax had knocked off work and was idly tapping a cigarette upon his thumbnail—signal for a departure which he generally contrived to make easy and negligent. Presently, in a bored manner, surrounded by a languid cloud of smoke, he stood up, adjusting the wave in his hair at the mirror he kept over his sink.


    “Let’s go somewhere to-night, Shannon. Have dinner with me and we’ll take in a cinema.”


    The invitation was flattering, but, of course, this evening I declined it.


    “How about you, Spence?” Lomax turned towards the other bench.


    “I’m afraid Muriel and I are going out.”


    “This is a beastly unsociable town,” Lomax complained.


    Neil Spence hesitated, almost apologetic, covering his chin with his left hand, an instinctive gesture, which seemed to give him confidence and which always touched me, increasing the sympathy and deep affection which I felt for him.


    “Why don’t you come along with us?”


    The suggestion halted Lomax.


    “I shouldn’t want to butt in and spoil your evening.”


    “You wouldn’t.”


    Just then there came the sound of a motor horn, and almost at once Smith, the attendant, entered and announced that Mrs. Spence had arrived and was outside.


    “Don’t let’s keep Muriel.” Spence, having put on his overcoat, waited companionably for Lomax at the door. “ I think you’ll enjoy the show … it’s The Maid of the Mountains. Good night, Robert.”


    “Good night.”


    When they had gone I breathed a little faster and my eyes, wandering round this world I loved, this inner, secret, mysterious world of the laboratory, came to rest, with apprehensive expectation, upon the Professor’s door.


    At the same instant it opened and Hugo Usher came out. His exits and entrances, indeed all his movements, had a slightly theatrical quality, which so completely fitted his severe figure, iron-grey hair, and cropped imperial that he gave me always the uncomfortable impression of being less a distinguished scientist than an actor playing too perfectly that part. He drew up by the Hoffman centrifuge, near my bench. Despite his well-controlled expression, it was not difficult for me to read, in the faint constriction of his frontal muscles, a disapproval of my peculiarities, from the shabby naval uniform I persisted in wearing, to my failure, during the past six weeks, to evince enthusiasm for the research he had compelled me to take up.


    There was a pause. Then, with that infusion of geniality which he assumed to temper his severity, he said, briefly:


    “No, Shannon … I’m afraid not.”


    My heart ceased its bounding and sank slowly, while my face coloured with disappointment and mortification.


    “But, surely, sir, if you’ve read my memorandum …”


    “I have read it,” he interrupted me and, by way of evidence, laid upon my bench the typewritten sheet which, earlier that day, I had presented to him and which now, to my burning eyes, presented the soiled and deplorable appearance of a rejected manuscript. “ I regret that I cannot accept your suggestion. The work upon which you are engaged is of very considerable importance. Impossible … to allow you to discontinue it.”


    I lowered my eyes, debarred by my hurt pride from pressing my request, knowing also that his decisions were always irrevocable. Although my head was bent, I could feel his gaze resting upon the batch of slides stacked on the acid-charred wood of my bench.


    “You’ve finished our latest counts?”


    “Not yet,” I told him without looking up.


    “You know I particularly want our paper ready for the Spring Congress. As I shall be away for several weeks, it is imperative you press forward with all possible speed.”


    When I did not answer his half-frown deepened. He cleared his throat. I thought I was about to receive a dissertation on the nobility of pathological investigation, particularly as it related to his favourite subject, the theory of opsonins. However, after playing for a moment with his wide-brimmed soft black hat he flung it on the back of his head.


    “Good evening, Shannon.”


    With that formal withdrawing bow he had picked up abroad, he went out.


    I sat for a long moment, completely still.


    “I’m ready to close up, sir.”


    Lean and cadaverous as ever, out of the corner of his eye, Smith, the attendant, was watching me, the same Herbert Smith who, when I first entered the Zoology laboratory six years before, had damped my youthful enthusiasm with his pessimism. Now he was head attendant in the Pathological Department, but the attainment of this better position had not changed him, and he displayed towards me a morose suspicion which my few successes, including an honours M.D. and the winning of the Lister Gold Medal, had increased rather than dispelled.


    Without a word I shrouded my microscope, put away the slides, took my cap and went out. My thoughts were bitter as I walked down the dark, dripping avenue of Fenner Hill, crossed the crowded thoroughfare of Pardyke Road—where, beneath misty arc lights, the trams clanged and bounded over greasy cobblestones—then entered the drab district of Kirkhead. Here, terraces of old-fashioned houses, clinging desperately to respectability against an invasion of public-houses, ice-cream saloons and tenements for the workers at the nearby docks, raised their tall grimy fronts, with broken stucco cornices, slipped porticos and fallen gutters, weeping, it seemed, for their former glory, beneath the eternally smoky sky.


    At Number 52, which bore on the fanlight the polite name ROTHESAY, and below, in discreet letters of peeling gilt, GUESTS, I mounted the steps and went in.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    My room, at the top of the boarding-house, was small, almost an attic, furnished sparsely with an iron cot, a white wooden washstand and a black-framed woolwork text. But it had the advantage of communicating with a little green-painted glass conservatory still equipped with stands and benches, a relic of the palmy days of the mansion. Although cold in winter and sweltering in summer, this served me adequately as a study.


    For this accommodation, with two meals a day, I paid the Misses Dearie, co-owners of the establishment, the moderate sum of thirty-four shillings a week—which, I must at once acknowledge, was quite as much as I could afford. The money I had inherited from my grandfather, “ to put me through college,” had no more than fulfilled its purpose, while the honorarium for my assistantship, and for the extra work of demonstrating in Bacteriology to the third-year students, amounted to one hundred guineas a year, a delusive suggestion of gold pieces which concealed the fact that in Scotland they are cautious about spoiling their budding genius. Thus, on Saturday, when I had paid my board and lodgings, I had barely five shillings in my pocket to provide myself with midday luncheons at the Union, with clothing, shoes, books, tobacco—in brief, I was outrageously poor, compelled to wear my obsolete uniform, which so offended Professor Usher’s sense of propriety, not from choice, but because it was the only suit that I possessed.


    However, these pinched circumstances scarcely troubled me. My upbringing in Levenford had inured me to such vicissitudes of the Spartan life as lumpy porridge, watery milk of singular and unforgettable blueness, made-down clothing, and thick-soled boots studded with “ tackets” to make them last. Besides, I regarded my present state as purely transitory, precursor of a splendid future, and my mind was too desperately engaged by the enterprise which would carry me to a great and immediate success to worry about trifles.


    When I reached my lofty garret, from which I had a view of a blank brick wall topped by the smoke-stack of the city incinerator, I stood for a moment in determined thought, studying the paper which Usher had restored to me.


    “You’ll be late for tea.”


    With a start, I turned to the intruder who stood diffidently upon my threshold. It was, of course, Miss Jean Law, my next-door neighbour in the corridor. This young woman, one of the five medical students who lodged at Rothesay, was taking my Bacteriology class, and all through the present session had made me the object of her neighbourly attentions.


    “The gong went five minutes ago,” she murmured, in her Northern accent; and, observing my irritation, she had the grace to blush—a warm, modest flush which suffused her fair skin yet did not cause her to lower her brown eyes. “I knocked, but you didn’t hear me.”


    I crumpled up the paper.


    “I’ve asked you, Miss Law, not to disturb me when I’m busy.”


    “Yes … but your tea,” she protested, more than ever rolling her r’s in her confusion.


    I could not help it—at the sight of her, in her blue serge skirt, her plain white blouse, black stockings, and sturdy shoes, entreating me with such earnest solicitude, as though the loss of my tea were a mortal calamity, I was obliged to smile.


    “All right,” I consented, imitating her tone. “ I’ll come this very minute.”


    We went down together to the dining-room, an appalling chamber, furnished in worn red plush, the very linoleum impregnated with the smell of boiled cabbage. Upon the mantelpiece, which had a tasselled velvet fringe, stood the pride of the Misses Dearie, token of their departed sire’s prestige and of their own “ ladylike” upbringing: a hideous green marble clock, stopped, but supported by two gilt-helmeted figures carrying axes and inscribed Presented to Captain Hamish Dearie on his retirement from command of the Winton Fire Brigade.


    The meal, pale and meagre shadow of the traditional substantial Scots “high” tea, had already begun, and Miss Beth Dearie was presiding at the mahogany table covered with a mended but clean white cloth, bearing a few plates of bread, scones and seedcake, an ashet of kippers, one for each person, and a Britannia metal teapot, encased in a blue knitted “cosy.”


    As she poured our tea, Miss Beth, a tall, correct, angular spinster of forty-five, with faded good looks, whose hair-net and a high bone-necked lace dress seemed to emphasize her air of reduced gentility, gave us—although she had due respect for my medical degree, and Miss Law was certainly her favourite—her pale, “suffering” smile, which vanished only when I dropped a penny in the little wooden box placed beside the empty biscuit barrel in the centre of the table, and marked “For the Blind.” Punctuality, like politeness, was one of the elder Miss Dearie’s many principles, and all who came after she had “ asked the blessing” were supposed to make atonement, although one must be forgiven for doubting, in unguarded moments, if this tribute ever reached its proper destination.


    I began in silence to eat my kipper, which was salty, greasy, and more than usually undergrown. These two worthy gentlewomen had a hard struggle to make ends meet, and Miss Beth—who “managed” the establishment out in front, while Miss Ailie cooked and cleaned in the background—saw to it that the sin of gluttony was never committed in her presence. In spite of this, the scrupulous reputation of her house was recognized by those connected with the University, and she seldom had a vacancy. To-night, I saw that out of her complement of six, Galbraith and Harrington, both fourth-year undergraduates, were absent, having gone home for the weekend, but opposite me sat the two other medical students, Harold Muss and Babu Lal Chatterjee.


    Muss was an undersized youth of eighteen, perpetually spotted with acne pimples, and endowed with a most striking set of protuberant buck teeth. He was only in his first year, and for the most part maintained deferential silence, but occasionally, when he thought someone had made a joke, he would burst suddenly into a wild and hoarse guffaw.


    Lal Chatterjee, a Hindu from Calcutta, was older than Muss, actually about thirty-three, extremely plump and podgy, with a smooth saffron complexion set off by a trim little black beard and a beaming, ineffably stupid face. For at least fifteen years he had been waddling in and out of the Winton classrooms, wearing baggy trousers which hung down at the seat like an empty potato sack, and carrying a large green umbrella, trying without success to obtain his medical degree. Good-natured and garrulous, with an incessant flow of amiable small talk, he was nicknamed “ the Babu” and had become, at the University, a comic institution. Immediately we entered, in a high “singsong” voice which seemed always, like the cry of the muezzin proclaiming the hours of prayer, to be pitched in the minor key, he began:


    “Ah, good evening, Dr. Robert Shannon and Miss Jean Law. I am afraid we have almost eaten all the food. For your lateness you may perhaps perish of malnutrition. Oh, yes, perhaps, ha, ha. Mr. Harold Muss, please to pass me the mustard, thank you. I appeal to my fellow doctor. I ask you, Dr. Robert Shannon, does not mustard stimulate the salivary glands, of which there are two, the sublingual and another whose name I have safely in my notebook? Sir, excuse me, how does that other gland call itself?”


    “The pancreas,” I suggested.


    “Ah, yes, sir, the pancreas,” agreed the Babu, beaming. “ That is exactly my own view.”


    Muss, who was drinking tea, suddenly choked violently.
“The pancreas!” he gasped. “I don’t know much, but that’s in the
stummick!”


    Lal Chatterjee gazed reproachfully upon his convulsed fellow student.


    “Oh, poor Mr. Harold Muss! Do not exhibit your ignorance. Please to remember that I am many more years an undergraduate than you. I had the honour to fail B.A., Calcutta University, probably before you were born.”


    Miss Law was attempting to catch my eye and to draw me into her conversation with Miss Beth. They were discussing, with the grave yet eager interest of those banded by evangelical sympathies, the coming performance of The Messiah at St. Andrew’s Hall—always a notable winter event in Winton—but since I had, for reasons of my own, a particular reticence towards religious matters, I fixed my gaze upon my plate.


    “I do so like choral music, don’t you, Mr. Shannon?”


    “No,” I said. “I’m afraid I don’t.”


    At this point, Miss Ailie Dearie entered from the kitchen, silently, in her broken-down felt slippers, bearing the “crystal,” the glass dish of stewed but stony prunes which, on “ kipper nights,” with the inevitability of death, terminated our grim repast.


    Unlike her sister, Miss Ailie was a soft and tender creature, rather untidy in her appearance, with a thickset, slow-moving figure and hands knotted and disfigured by housework. It was rumoured—probably a piece of student nonsense, encouraged by the fact that her one relaxation, in the evenings, was the reading of romantic novels from the public library—that as a young girl she had suffered a tragic love affair. Her kind face, flushed from the stove, patient under her sister’s acid tongue, was sad and wistful, with a thin strand of hair falling so constantly over her forehead that she had the curious habit of pursing her lips and, with a gentle upward breath, puffing it away. Perhaps her own difficulties made her sympathetic towards my problems. Now, with kindly interest, she bent over and murmured in my ear:


    “How did things go to-day, Robert?”


    To reassure her, I forced a smile, at which she nodded with a pleased expression, puffed away her hair and went out.


    Miss Ailie’s heart was softer than her prunes! For the next five minutes, no sounds were audible but those of troubled mastication, the clash of Muss’s errant canines upon the flinty fruit.


    When nothing edible remained on the table, the meal ended with Beth Dearie rising like the chatelaine of a castle who has dispensed a banquet. We then dispersed to our rooms, Harold Muss absently extracting fish-bones with his forefinger, Lal Chatterjee belching musically, with a kind of Oriental majesty, en route.


    “Mr. Shannon.” Hastening after me, Miss Law breathed my name—I had at least broken her of the habit of addressing me as “Doctor,” a title which, with its implications of professional mediocrity, I at this stage thoroughly resented. “I’m not sure of the paper I’ve written on Trypanosoma gambiense … you know the question you set us to-day. It’s so specially interesting to me … Would you … could you be so terribly good as to look it over?”


    Although harassed and preoccupied, I had not the strength of will to refuse—somehow that unguarded freshness in her face turned back my rudest answers.


    “Bring it along,” I growled.


    Five minutes later, sustained by the broken springs of the one chair in the conservatory, I read her paper, while she sat very erect on the edge of a stool covered with cracked waxcloth, her hands clasping her serge skirt across her ankles, watching me with an earnest and anxious air.


    “Will it do?” she asked, when I had finished.


    The essay was remarkably well done, with several quite original observations, and a series of sketches of the flagellated parasite’s development, extremely accurate. As I considered her, I had to admit that she was not like most of the young women who came in droves to the University, presuming to “ go in” for medicine. Some of these came for a lark, others were pushed forward by aspiring middle-class parents, a few were merely seeking to get married to an eligible young man who would one day, in some suburban community, become a stodgily respectable practitioner, more or less incompetent but financially secure. None had any real talent or capacity for the profession.


    “You see,” she murmured, as though to encourage my opinion, “there’s work waiting for me. I am so anxious to get my degree.”


    “This is well above pass standard,” I said. “ In fact, it’s extremely good.”


    A warmth crept into her soft cheeks.


    “Oh, thank you, Dr.… Mr. Shannon. That means everything, coming from you. I can’t tell you how much, we students respect your opinion … and your … Yes please let me say it, your brilliance.… And of course I know what a hard time you had in the war.”


    I took off my slipper and examined the crack beginning in the toe. I have tried to explain why I could not wound this strange neighbour of mine; nevertheless I had to have some outlet for my vexed sensibilities. My nature was reserved and secretive, I was not constitutionally a liar, yet under that starry, trustful gaze, some devil, which perhaps I had inherited from my incorrigible grandfather, had begun, in these past weeks, screened by my thoughtful, even melancholy visage, to play outrageous pranks.


    During our frequent conversations I had confided in her that I came of a wealthy and aristocratic Levenford family, but that, being left an orphan and preferring medical research to the career mapped out for me, I had been cut off and forbidden my ancestral home.


    Her innocent credulity goaded me to further efforts.


    For the four years of the war I had led an uneventful, dreary existence as the surgeon of a light cruiser detailed for duty with submarines in the North Sea. Our weekly missions through the enemy mine-fields were probably dangerous enough, but they were unutterably dull. In harbour we drank gin, played van-john, and fished for eels. Once our senior officer was surprised in undress uniform in his cabin with a pretty woman to whom, he subsequently told us, he was teaching the abstruse arts of navigation. Beyond this, nothing broke the monotony until we got into the Battle of Jutland, then everything happened so quickly that there remained only a confused impression of noise and light flashes, of myself sweating between decks in the sick-bay, doing everything badly, with shaking fingers, my inside so turned to water that for a whole week afterwards I suffered abominably from colic.


    Naturally, this would not do for Miss Jean Law, so while she hung upon my words I invented a new and more picturesque adventure. We had been torpedoed, marooned for days in mid-Pacific on a raft, there were dramatic scenes of thirst and hunger, we fought off sharks, and so on, through the most horrific hazards, until I woke up, pale but triumphant, a hero in fact, in a South American hospital.


    During my present silence she had apparently been nerving herself, and now her eyelashes began to flicker, always a sign of her inner stress.


    “I’ve been thinking … I mean … it seems scarcely fair, Mr. Shannon, that I should have learned so much about you … while you know nothing about me.” She faltered slightly, then continued valiantly, her colour high. “I was wondering if, some Saturday, you would care to come out to my home at Blairhill.”


    “Well,” I said, rather taken aback. “I’m going to be pretty busy all winter.”


    “I realize that. But you have been so kind to me I’d like you to meet my people. Of course,” she added hurriedly, “we’re very simple folk, not like you. My father”—and again she flushed, yet, with the air of one who after long self-communion has taken a difficult resolution, went on bravely—“ is not a very important person. He is … a baker.”


    There was a longish pause. Not knowing what to say, or do, I sat rather too still. I was beginning to feel uncomfortable, when suddenly she smiled, showing that some spark of humour enlivened her seraphic fervour.


    “Yes, he bakes bread. Works in the bakehouse with my young brother and another man. And sends the batches round the countryside by a horse-drawn van. Quite a small business, but old-established, as you might gather. So although you are so well-connected, please don’t look down on us.”


    “Good Lord, what do you take me for?” Stung, I threw her a quick glance, but she was quite innocent of any double meaning.


    “Then you’ll come.” With a pleased expression she rose, took up her paper from the arm of my chair and stood looking at it. “I’m most grateful for your help with these trypanosomes. Tropical medicine interests me so much.” My inquiring glance provoked a final confidence. “You see … we belong to the Brethren in Blairhill … and … immediately I get my degree … I am going out as a doctor to our settlement … at Kumasi, in West Africa.”


    My jaw must have dropped at least an inch. Was there no end to her preposterous capacity to startle me? My first impulse was to laugh, but the look in her eyes, which shone as though she glimpsed the Holy Grail, restrained me. And as I considered her, I had to admit that at least she had the virtue of sincerity.


    “How long have you had this wild idea?”


    “Ever since I started Medicine. That’s why I went in for it.”


    So she hadn’t come to the University for a lark, or to get married, like the others. Even so, I still was unconvinced.


    “It all sounds very noble,” I said slowly. “Romantic and self-sacrificing … on paper. But if you did go … I wonder if you really know what you’ll be up against.”


    “I ought to.” She smiled calmly. “ My sister has been out there as a nurse for the last five years.”


    That silenced me. She paused at the door and with a smile slipped from the room. After an interval during which I sat motionless, staring somewhat foolishly at nothing, and listening unconsciously, rather uncomfortably, to her quiet movements next door, I shrugged my shoulders and, with compressed lips, turned to the consideration of my own situation.


    Must I submit to Professor Usher’s direction or should I in my own way, seen as unclear and hazardous, take issue with authority and fate?


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    The next day, Saturday, was my weekly holiday, and at six o’clock in the morning, I set out from the sleeping house to walk to the village of Dreem, some twenty-six miles away. The Winton streets were still dark, damp with dew, and except for the footfalls of an early workman, silent and deserted. When the sun broke through I had passed the city outskirts, leaving behind, with relief, the last of the bungalows scattered among market gardens, and was in open country, with the broad estuary of the Clyde reaching away to the sea before me, a luminous, familiar vision which always lifted up my heart.


    Towards noon I ate an apple which Miss Ailie, daring her sister’s displeasure, had slipped in my pocket the night before. Then, crossing the river at Erskine Ferry, five miles above the town of Levenford, I entered the stretch of splendid farm land which fringed the waters of the Firth, a terrain richly pastoral, with sheep and cattle grazing on the rolling meadows, enclosed by grey stone walls.


    As I approached my destination, the purpose of this journey, naïve though it might be, dominated my mind. All that year, since the University Senate, following my demobilization in 1918, had awarded me the Eldon Fellowship, I had been employed by Professor Usher upon a routine investigation of certain opsonins, a subject interesting to him, but regarded by me as of slight importance—indeed, the entire opsonic theory was already being discredited by advanced scientific workers.


    Perhaps I was prejudiced by my deep regard for the previous head of the Department, Professor Challis, who, at the University, had taught and inspired me: a fine old man, now retired, at the age of seventy, to the obscurity of private life. Yet I neither liked nor trusted his successor. Frigid, at times ingratiating, spurred by a rich and socially ambitious wife, Hugo Usher seemed lacking in inspiration of creative force, unprepared to make the sacrifice of blood and tears demanded by research, an opportunist who had achieved his position through a facility for tabulating statistics, but more especially through push, well-timed publicity, and a remarkable capacity for picking other people’s brains. By attaching promising young men to his department, he had acquired a reputation for original investigation—my previous monograph, for example, on Pituitary Function, a small drudgery perhaps, yet painfully achieved, had been published as the joint work of Professor Hugo Usher and Dr. Robert Shannon.


    While under this bondage, I had been seeking, with pathetic eagerness, a really significant subject for research, a broad, original thesis, a thesis so unmistakably momentous that it would influence, or even alter, the course of general medicine.


    A tall order, naturally. But I was young, only twenty-four, passionately bound up in my work, burning with the painful ambition of a silent and retiring nature, longing, in my poverty and obscurity, to astound the world.


    For months I had sought in vain until suddenly, out of the blue, an opportunity presented itself. During that autumn a number of rural areas all over the country had been stricken by a curious epidemic which, perhaps for lack of a better term, had been loosely classified as influenza. The death rate of the infection was high and its incidence wide—in the popular Press there had been sporadic headlines of a sensational nature and indeed, in the medical journals I had traced several reports from America, Holland, Belgium, and other foreign sources recording outbreaks of a comparable condition. The symptoms of acute chill, fever, intense headache, and body pains were of considerable severity, often leading to a fatal pneumonia or, in cases which recovered, to prolonged after-effects of debility. And as I studied them I began to feel that here was a new and different disease, a suspicion which increased as time went on, and sent a current of excitement through my veins.


    My interest in this matter was further heightened by the fact that one of the main local centres of the epidemic was the neighbourhood of Dreem. And now, at three o’clock in the afternoon, as I trudged into that little village of low, grey houses, straggling along the bank of a placid stream, always a quiet place, but at present, because of the recent sickness, even more silent and deserted, my eagerness, conquering fatigue, made me go faster. Without pausing for my usual bread and cheese at the one small village tavern, I went immediately to Alex Duthie.


    He was in his cottage, seated, pipe in mouth, in his cosy kitchen, while Simon, his little boy, played on the rug at his feet and Alice, his wife, a sedate, matronly woman, rolled out pastry at the table.


    Alex was a short, steady-looking man of thirty-five, dressed in clean moleskin trousers, thick socks, and a striped flannel shirt. He greeted me with an impenetrable motion of his head, a flicker rather, of his features, so faint as to be almost invisible, yet which somehow had more welcome than the longest speech. At the same time he took in, not without irony, my tired and dusty appearance.


    “Did you miss the bus?”


    “No, Alex. I wanted the walk.” Unable to restrain myself, I went on: “I hope I’m not late. Did you … make the arrangements?”


    He appeared not to have heard; then, guardedly, he smiled, and removed the pipe from his lips.


    “Ye’re a fine chap to choose Saturday afternoon. Most folks like a rest then … especially after what we’ve been through.” He paused long enough to make me anxious. “ But I managed the most of them, for ye. We’ll drop down to the Institute now.”


    As I gave an exclamation of gratitude, he got up, went over to the fender and began to lace on his boots.


    “Do you fancy a cup of tea, Doctor?” Mrs. Duthie asked. “A body needs something hot, a time like this.”


    “No, thank you, Alice. I’d rather get to work.”


    “You’re having supper and spending the night with us,” Alex announced, in the tone of one who will take no refusal. “ Sim here wants to show you the new fishing rod I cut down for him.”


    He took his peaked cap and we went out. Sim, five years old, a self-contained and silent soul like his father, followed us to the door.


    “I’m a confounded nuisance to you, Alex,” I said as we walked down the road. “I wouldn’t have asked you to do this if I didn’t think it was important.”


    “Ay,” he agreed wryly. “ Ye’re a bit of a bother, Rob. But as we happen to be fond of ye, we maun put up wi’ it.”


    My association with Alex Duthie, and indeed, with Dreem, went back six years, to before the war, when as a lonely student at the University I had forsaken my books to indulge my passion for fishing in those tidal waters where, each spring, the silvery sea trout make a wonderful run. On the river-bank, one evening, Alex had helped me to land a tremendous fish; and in that hectic encounter, in the exquisite triumph which succeeded it, the seeds of enduring friendship had been sown. Although a working man, being employed as head herdsman by the Dreem Farms Company, Duthie was locally a highly respected figure and for several years past had been elected to the office of “provost” of the little community. His manner could be difficult at times and his tongue, when he used it, was often rough, but never once had I known him do a mean or shabby thing. Since the village was too remote to possess a resident doctor, it was to him that I made my present unorthodox request, a request which could have come only from an ingenuous and enthusiastic young man, which in fact had in it a touch of the absurd.


    The Institute was a small brick building, recently erected by the Farms Combine, and containing various club-rooms and a library. Alex led the way into one of the rooms off the main corridor where about thirty persons were gathered, reading and talking, but with an air of expectancy. A silence fell as we went in.


    “Well!” Alex exclaimed. “ Here’s Dr. Shannon. Most of ye know him as a pretty fair fisherman. But forbye, he’s a sort of professor at the University, and he wants to find out about this damn ’flu that’s laid us out here. He’s come to ask a favour of you.”


    This struck the right note and several of the people smiled, though many of them still looked pale and ill. When I thanked them for coming, I explained what was wanted and promised not to keep them long. Then I removed my haversack, took out a series of numbered capillary tubes and systematically set to work.


    They were, of course, all village folk, most of them men who worked in the fields, and they had all had the recent infection. Some I knew personally, big Sam Louden, who often tied flies for me, keen-eyed Harry Vence, and others whom I had met, at twilight, knee-deep in the water, casting their long greenheart rods. It was a simple operation to obtain from each a small blood specimen and their friendly, good-natured patience made things easier. Even so, I took longer than I had expected, for, as I went on, a fine tremor crept into my fingers as I realized what this might mean to me.


    At last it was over, my final subject had rolled down his sleeve, shaken hands with me and gone out. Then, as I looked up from my note-book, I saw Alex, seated on a nearby bench, watching me in alert summation of my character—a queer, penetrating look, mingled, too, with intelligent interest which, as our eyes met, he took pains to conceal.


    There was a pause. I had already told him what was in my mind. I said steadily:


    “I have to do it this way, Alex. I can’t help myself … I simply must find out.”


    A silence followed; then, slowly, Duthie came over and gripped me by the hand.


    “Ye’re a clever chap, Rob, and I’m sure I wish you luck. If I can help again, in any way, just let me know.” A dry smile wrinkled the corners of his eyes. “Meantime, come on back to supper. Alice has a grand steak-and-kidney puddin’ for us.”


    I smiled back at him.


    “You go ahead, Alex. I’ll join you when I finish off my notes.”


    “All right, lad. Don’t be long.”


    When he had gone I worked for half an hour, checking and tabulating the specimens, then with my rucksack across my shoulder I left the Institute and walked up the narrow wynd towards Duthie’s cottage. A clear darkness was falling and a thin moon with its attendant star had risen in the frosty sky. The lightly textured air was cold and still, and suddenly my mind lifted in a surge of exhilaration at the prospect which lay before me, this voyage of discovery, beset with difficulty and danger, into uncharted seas.


    Outside Alex’s door I paused. The lights of the village twinkled around me and beyond flowed the waters of the estuary, shadowy and mysteriously spangled. While I stood there, quite motionless, watching the moon drift higher in the heavens, listening, as the last whisperings of the earth died in the boreal stillness, I felt the mantle of an eternal solitude enwrap my spirit. I knew then what I was, and must always be—alone, one against the world.


    I shivered, recollected that I was hungry; and aware that I should find food, fire, and friendship there, and the quiet laughter of little Sim, I went in to Alex’s house.


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    On the following Friday, there took place the event I had anticipated, and upon which my plan of action was based.


    All that week, at the University, as I automatically performed the task to which I was handcuffed, I observed that Professor Usher was unusually pleasant to us, moving about incisive as ever, yet wearing a smile so artificially agreeable it caused the hairs on the back of my neck to bristle.


    On Friday afternoon this bland assumption of the cooperative spirit reached its height as he made a little tour of the laboratory and finally, having cleared his throat, faced us with a confidential smile.


    “Gentlemen, as you are no doubt aware, I have been honoured with an invitation to act as chairman of the advisory committee for the coming Pathological Congress, a distinction which obliges me to make a tour of the various universities with my distinguished colleague, Professor Harrington, in order that we may draw up a suitable and comprehensive agenda.”


    After an impressive pause he went on.


    “Mrs. Usher and I leave for London to-night at six. We shall be away for eight weeks. I know, of course, that in my absence the work of the Department will proceed smoothly and expeditiously, in accordance with the best traditions of research. Are there any questions?”


    No one answered. He nodded, as though establishing the fact that an understanding had been reached between us; then looking at his watch, he bowed to each of us in turn and left the Department. Smith went with him to see to the luggage.


    I could scarcely contain my emotions as the door swung shut, for although I had expected a brief respite from the attentions of my taskmaster, the news that he had gone, actually, for eight weeks, was so wonderful it bowled me over. What could I not accomplish in that time!


    Lomax had already risen and, lighting a cigarette, was glancing across at me with his fatigued smile.


    “Didn’t you sense we were being put in the frame of mind to work continuously while he was away? I’m so fond of him, I can’t bear to see him go.”


    Pale, with discontented eyes and blond wavy hair, and wearing usually a faintly cynical expression, Adrian Lomax was about four years older than I, one of those fortunate persons who attract instinctively by their charm and good looks. He was an only son, with a rich mother, a widow who lived in London, and he had been educated at Winchester and Oxford, impressed at these colleges with a stamp of manners and good breeding. After his graduation he had meant to continue his studies abroad, but the war had intervened, and now, because of some remote connection between Professor Usher and his family, he had come to Winton to “ put in” twelve months’ post-graduate research. In his tastes, he affected the exotic, despised most things, aloofly, and cast down all that could not be explained in terms of natural science. His languid scepticism suggested deep reserves of knowledge; and with his half-shrug, his supercilious smile, his metaphysical expositions, he attempted frequently to put nails in the coffin of my belief. Self-centred and affected, his too conscious absence of condescension towards Spence and myself concealed a spoiled vanity. Yet he had a most engaging way with him. Preparing for a distinguished career, but disdaining the vulgarity of too obvious effort, he worked spasmodically; and, while bewailing his exile, carelessly contrived, in his comfortable rooms furnished expensively by himself, to exceed his generous allowance and have the best of everything.


    Meanwhile, he had been rummaging in his locker, from which he now produced, with an amused air, a bottle of Benedictine.


    “This happens to be on hand. Let’s mark the occasion. Immediately.” He drew the cork and poured generous measures of the golden liquid into three clean beakers.


    Neil Spence, the third member of Usher’s team, apart from those regular weekly outings with his wife, was not inclined to gaiety—like the hermit crab, he ventured out of his shell only on the rarest occasions—but now he came over sociably and joined Lomax.


    So too did I. The thought of my tremendous decision to use the University laboratory for my own experiments gave me a sense of freedom and excitement, which rose almost to exaltation, and sent a desire to celebrate surging recklessly within me.


    “Absent friends.” Lomax drank. “ Coupled with the name of Herr Professor Hugo. I hope you like this stuff. Nothing too good for my distinguished colleagues.”


    “It’s extremely nice,” Spence said in his quiet, matter-of-fact voice.


    “Made by the monks.” Lomax turned his ironic gaze towards me. “ That should please you, Shannon. You are a Catholic, aren’t you?”


    “Yes … of course.” I gave my answer a disarming assurance.


    Lomax refilled the beakers with a faintly quizzical smile.


    “But, Robert, I thought you were a scientist. You can’t reconcile Genesis and the mutation of species.”


    “I don’t try to.” I took a sip of the warm and mellow liqueur. “The one is a sordid fact … the other a romantic mystery.”


    “Hmm,” said Lomax. “ What about the Pope?”


    “He’s all right with me.”


    “You’re fond of him?”


    “Absolutely.” I stopped smiling—Lomax’s wit on this topic usually ended by annoying me. “I admit I’m not a shining example … quite the reverse, in fact. All the same, there’s something that I can’t ever get away from … against reason if you like.… I hope you don’t wish me to say that I regret it.”


    “Far from it, my dear fellow,” Lomax said easily.


    Neil Spence was glancing at his watch.


    “Nearly six o’clock. Muriel ought to be here any minute.”


    He took his handkerchief and began, surreptitiously, to remove the moisture that escaped from the corners of his lips.


    One night, in a trench near the Marne, in the muddy darkness, as he rose unguardedly to ease his cramped position, Spence’s lower jaw had been shattered by a burst of German shrapnel; and although the plastic surgeons had patched him wonderfully with one of his own ribs, the result was a sad distortion of the human face: the chin supplanted by an angry scar, with drawn lips emerging from the cicatrix, a cruel contrast to his fine, broad brow, beneath which his dark, rather haunted eyes retreated instinctively. What made the disfigurement worse was the fact that Spence had been a handsome youth, much sought after at the local dances, picnics and tennis tournaments in the staid but comfortable society of Winton.


    “Your wife is charming,” Lomax remarked politely. “ I enjoyed the theatre last week immensely. Shall I pour another libation to Herr Hugo?”


    “No, don’t,” Spence said, sensibly. “We’ve had enough.”


    “But he asked us to drink in the best traditions of the Department,” I said.


    We all laughed, even Spence. It was a thing he rarely did; it contorted his face so badly. At that moment we were interrupted by a sound behind us.


    Mrs. Spence had come in to the laboratory, unannounced, with the daring air of one who has broken rules and knows it. She smiled at us vivaciously from behind the dotted veil which fringed her hat and gave piquancy to the slightly hollow contours of her face.


    “Smith wasn’t to be found, and I waited … and waited … like a lost soul.”


    Muriel Spence was about twenty-seven, of medium height, rather thin, yet graceful, with delicate wrists and ankles, light brown hair and a narrow, somewhat colourless face in which, however, at times her grey eyes were wide and girlish. Without exaggeration, she could be regarded as the alleviation of Spence’s misfortune. Before the war he had been engaged to her, and when he returned, quite broken up, she had stood by him, resisting the pressure of her family and his own efforts to give her back her freedom. Their wedding, largely attended, had created widespread interest. Now, although she had lost much of her youthful prettiness and was somewhat artificial in her manner, she still was attractive, and in her dark costume and necklet of brown fur she brightened our dull work-room. Because of Spence, who was my closest friend, I had tried to like Muriel; yet my nature, awkward and difficult no doubt, found always in her a quality which threw me back, as though unwanted, upon myself.


    She raised her veil and kissed her husband lightly on the cheek, remarking, with a tinge of reproof:


    “We shall be late for our dinner engagement, dear. Why aren’t you ready?”


    “Of course, Mrs. Spence,” said Lomax, elevating one eyebrow in his best manner, “ now you’re in, you may never get out of this chamber of horrors.”


    She tilted her head to one side, touching me with her bright, provoking glance.


    “I feel quite safe with Mr. Shannon here.”


    At this, for some reason, Lomax and Mrs. Spence smiled. Spence, whose dark eyes rested with almost dog-like devotion upon his wife’s face, had put on his overcoat, and now she tucked her gloved hand under his arm.


    “Neil and I are going your way, Mr. Lomax.” She spoke invitingly. “Can we drop you?”


    There was a slight pause.


    “Thank you,” he said, at length. “You’re very kind.”


    I left with them, and at Muriel’s runabout, parked outside the entrance to the building, we parted. While they set off in the car towards the city, I walked down Fenner Hill, bent on retrieving the Dreem specimens from my lodgings and returning with them, immediately, to the laboratory.


    In Eldon Park, to my right, the ornamental lake was “bearing,” crowded with skaters. I could hear in the still air the keen, gay ring of the steel blades upon the ice. Elevated by the Benedictine, and the delicious thought of Usher’s departure, I felt like singing. There was a pleasant giddiness in my head, the world seemed an altogether delightful place.
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