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      R. C. Sherriff

    


    On his return from the First World War, R. C. Sherriff settled in London, working as an insurance agent and writing plays in the evening. Journey’s End, inspired by Sherriff’s own experience of fighting, was his sixth play but the first to be given a professional production. It was an immediate, outstanding and phenomenal success. Thirty one separate productions ran concurrently around the world and it was translated into twenty six languages. Its success, however, was both a boon and a burden — while it allowed him to give up the day job and devote himself full-time to writing, it often overshadowed his later work or was used as the yardstick against which it was measured unfavourably.


    Fortunately for Sherriff he was not only a playwright but also a novelist and a screenwriter. He wrote a best-selling novel, A Fortnight In September in 1931, and the screenplays for The Invisible Man (1933), The Four Feathers (1939) and classic films such as Goodbye Mr Chips (1939), for which he received an Oscar nomination, and The Dambusters (1955).


    Although Sherriff was occupied as a playwright and screenwriter he did not lose his urge to write novels and he followed the success of his first novel with The Hopkins Manuscript, Chedworth, Another Year and others. Now, while Journey’s End continues to define Sherriff’s reputation, much of his work remains ripe for rediscovery.


  

    

      

    


    

      PART ONE

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    Mr. Matthews had arranged to be called at seven that morning, but he was wide awake by five. With a long and strenuous day in front of him he tried to settle down for some more sleep, but after a while he gave it up and lay watching the moon go down behind the trees at the bottom of the Vicarage garden.


    He thought of the village out there in the darkness, and he envied all the people in it. He envied them because they were content to go on living in Little Stanton until they died, and he wondered whether he had done a wise thing to surrender his security and happiness for the long thin chance of such a different kind of happiness.


    His Bishop had doubted the wisdom of it. A Vicar who had gained such love and respect in his parish, he had said, should not become the unthinking slave of conscience. “I can’t imagine Little Stanton without you,” said the Bishop. “In fact, in many ways, you are Little Stanton.”


    Colonel Champion, the local Squire, had not gone so far as to say that. Only one man at a time could be Little Stanton—but the Colonel had spoken his mind when Mr. Matthews had announced his resignation. He had told him he was a downright fool to burn his boats and take a living in an East End slum at an age when sensible men were settling down to enjoy the fruits of a well-spent life. “You know you’ll be a loss to this parish.” said the Colonel—“how d’ you know you’ll be a gain to the one you’re going to?”


    What the Colonel really meant was that the cricket club was losing its only reliable Umpire and the Flower Show was losing in Ruth Matthews, the Vicar’s wife, an organiser who had made the Little Stanton Show the best in Dorset. Roger and Ruth Matthews had, in fact, a finger in every village pie and both well knew the sacrifice they were making.


    Lying there in the darkness, he heard the owls come back from their night’s hunting in Stanton Park and settle down in the hollow oak in the churchyard. He envied them because they too had no desire for wider fields and would go on living in Little Stanton until they died. His memory ran back across the years to the far-off day when he had made the resolution that he was only now fulfilling. He was nineteen—in his first year at Oxford, and he had come to London to see the boat race. He had stayed the week-end with an Uncle who was vicar of an East End parish, and he had made his resolution on the night before he left. It did not say much for his determination, he reflected, that he should have dallied for the best part of his lifetime.


    His Uncle’s Vicarage had stood in the cesspit of London, and young Roger Matthews had been appalled by what he saw. The old man, nearing eighty, was fighting a lonely battle against dirt and blasphemy and wretchedness, but the light of youth was in his eyes and the courage of youth was in his heart, and Roger had made his resolution on the last evening of his stay. He resolved to give up his plans for Colonial Service—go for the Church and give his life to the people of the slums.


    It was a brave resolution, but it went astray. He became a clergyman, but he did not go to the slums. On the advice of his tutor he went as curate to a West Country town to gain experience in quiet surroundings before he began his harder task. “For five years,” decided Roger—“and then the slums.”


    But in two years he was in love, and in three he was married. Ruth Desmond was the Vicar’s daughter in nearby Little Stanton. She shared his resolution to work in the slums, and they began to make their plans. But her father’s health declined: he wanted Roger to take his place, and Roger did not like refusing. “For five years,” he said—“and then the slums.”


    But Little Stanton was a fascinating place, with meadows round it, and woods and streams, and the devil was hiding there, whispering every kind of temptation in Roger’s ear. They made a host of friends; their daughter Rosemary was born, and there was always some compelling reason for postponing their departure. One thing led to another. A campaign was launched to restore the church, and they founded the Musical Society and the Flower Show to raise funds. But when the church was restored, the Flower Show and the Musical Society had flourished so well in Ruth’s hands that they had to postpone their departure to look after them. Then there was the new cricket pavilion, the Boys’ Club and the Natural History Society, all of which were Mr. Matthews’ babies, and when a Roman Villa was discovered under a cornfield near the village, Mr. Matthews was appointed Secretary of the Excavation Committee, and it took a long time to dig the Villa up. It was fascinating work. Everything was fascinating in Little Stanton.


    The original five years turned to ten, and ten to twenty. They never gave up the idea of working in the slums. They talked about it on summer evenings in the garden as the sun went down; they discussed it on moonlight walks in the Dorset lanes, but as the years went by and the ties of his pleasant parish grew ever stronger, Roger Matthews began to get a feeling that he never would go to that brawling slum of his youthful dream. But it was nice to go on talking about it because it eased his conscience.


    Then one morning he woke up to face the fact that it was his fifty-seventh birthday. He looked out at the Vicarage garden and the sunlit trees in the distant park, and for the first time they gave him no happiness. It was now or never: in a few years he would be an old man, and while the fit of remorse was on him he wrote an advertisement to the Church News, announcing his desire to exchange his living for one in a poor neighbourhood of London.


    He felt a good deal better when the advertisement was posted, and when no answer came he felt better still. He had shown his good faith. If no one desired to offer him a parish in the slums, none could blame him for staying where he was.


    It was a shock when the letter had arrived from Mr. Todhunter, Vicar of St. Peter’s, Woodbank. Mr. Todhunter wrote to say that he had just seen the advertisement and was willing, on account of his health, to exchange the parish of Woodbank for the country air of Little Stanton.


    By that time Mr. Matthews had recovered from his attack of birthday remorse, and as he read the letter, Little Stanton seemed sweeter and more desirable than ever. But his challenge had been taken up. He had got to do something about it or brand himself for good as a backslider and hypocrite.


    He knew nothing of London and had only vaguely heard of Woodbank, but a neighbouring Vicar told him that it was just the kind of parish for a man who wanted to work amongst the poor and under-privileged. The Bishop bore this out—with the reservation that a man so valued in his parish should think carefully before leaving it.


    The Bishop’s reservation gave Mr. Matthews an honourable opportunity to excuse himself and stay where he was, but when he discussed it with his wife she had said—“It’s what you’ve always wanted in your heart, isn’t it?—a difficult parish to test your faith. Of course you can refuse it, but if you do, I don’t think you’ll ever be really happy again in Little Stanton—and I don’t think I would either. We should always be thinking of the might have beens.”


    Ruth had decided him, and with the decision made he was conscious of exhilaration and a self-respect that he had not felt for years. He knew then that he had never been really instrumental in bringing happiness to anyone in Little Stanton because happiness was woven into the fabric of that placid little place. In Woodbank he would be against stark misery and dirt, spiritual hunger and depravity. He would have his chance to prove what he was made of. The dying embers of his resolution glowed again, and he wrote to Mr. Todhunter agreeing to the exchange—promising to spend a night with him in Woodbank to arrange the details. He announced his decision to the parish and spent his evenings scheming and planning his new work in the slums with the ardour of a Crusader, and Ruth, he knew, was proud of his decision.


    There were dark moments of doubt: there was one that morning as he lay watching the moon go down, waiting for the time to get up and dress and catch the early train to London. But as dawn came his doubts were gone. He no longer envied the placid people of Little Stanton who would drowse on in the village until they died: he no longer envied the owls in the hollow oak, and when Emily the housekeeper brought up his early cup of tea and said: “It’s a dirty foggy morning, sir—pity it isn’t better for your journey,” he cared no more about the fog than Coeur de Lion cared about the rough sea in the Channel on the first day of his crusade to the Holy City. He was burning to be up and go. Before the sun went down that day he would see for the first time the town and people to whom he would give his best and final years.


    It was in truth a dirty morning. A damp November mist lay over the stubble fields that fringed the rambling branch line to Yeovil Junction and the mist turned to a stagnant yellow fog as he reached the London outskirts. The train hung about in the suburbs and was an hour late at Waterloo. He had some coffee and a meat pie at the Buffet and set off to cross the city for the trains that went to Woodbank. He was a countryman by birth and temperament and the turmoil of London dazed him. He got into the wrong tube train and was half-way to Hampstead before he found out that he was going north instead of east. It was three o’ clock before he arrived at Fenchurch Street, and a premature brown twilight lay over London as the train drew out on the last stage of his journey.


    But the weather did not damp the ardour of his new adventure. He had the compartment to himself and from the window he could see the huddled houses and the maze of crowded streets. He could almost feel the warm breath of the seething humanity that surged in them, and he longed to be down there rubbing shoulders with them—understanding them and making friends. Here at last were the people he was pledged to work for. They would be different, he knew, from the humdrum West Country kind: different in manner and outlook and thought and speech, but the same at heart, and keener in desire.


    Now and then he saw a church spire rising from the misty plain of roof-tops and he caught a glimpse of a cloistered house with trees around it that he guessed must be a Vicarage. He saw a clergyman standing at a street corner, talking and laughing with a group of boys, and his heart went out to him as a comrade in the days ahead.


    There seemed to be a great many stations, so close together that the train only got up speed for a minute at a time. They were all alike—drab little chocolate-coloured stations badly lit and difficult to identify, for nobody called out the names of them as the train drew in. He began to worry in case he went past Woodbank in the gathering darkness, but he managed to spot the name of one of them, and from the map on the carriage wall he counted five ahead before his destination.


    East London had been clear of fog, but it seemed to be coming up now from the river and the train began to crawl. It stopped for ten minutes outside the fifth station, and when it drew in he wondered whether he had counted them correctly. There was nothing to tell him that it was Woodbank and nobody in sight to help him. The guard was at the other end and the people who had got out were straggling away from him towards the exit. He took the chance, gathered up his bag and umbrella and clambered out.


    “Is this Woodbank?” he enquired of the ticket collector at the gate.


    The collector, whose head seemed permanently fixed through years of examining tickets in uncertain light, did not look up, but mumbled something that might have been “yes” or possibly “no”.


    “Can you tell me whether St. Peter’s Vicarage is near the station?” asked Mr. Matthews.


    The man shook his head, turned his back and went into a box. Mr. Matthews hesitated, thinking the collector was going to turn up a Directory to find out where the Vicarage was, but when he sat on a stool and began to eat a piece of cake out of a paper bag Mr. Matthews realised that the matter was closed, and went down the stone steps into an ice-cold subway that smelt of carbolic.


    The fog was drifting up the side streets from the Thames and the lights were coming on in the gaunt brick buildings round the railway station. The High Street, with its tramlines and forlorn uncared-for shops, looked bleak and desolate, and stretched away in both directions as far as he could see. The river was hidden by the houses but he could hear the tugs hooting and he could see the cranes and derricks over the roof-tops against the tarnished relic of a sunset.


    It was different from what he had expected. He had pictured narrow streets full of shouting children and men with hand-barrows selling fish and women in hair-curlers leaning out of windows. He had expected a glare of lights and a jostle of humanity, but except for a few dejected people waiting at a tram stop there was no one in sight. It was apparently Woodbank’s early closing day, and the shops were dark and empty.


    He looked around him, wondering which way to go. Down in Dorset, if you wanted to find the Vicarage in an unfamiliar town, the first person you met would tell you without hesitation. Up here in London people did not seem so well informed about their Vicarages. The ticket collector neither knew nor cared, and a little hunch-backed paper-seller outside the station had told him to ask a policeman. But there was no policeman in sight: it was getting darker and foggier and he felt dispirited and tired.


    Normally he would have taken the way that looked as if it led towards the centre of the town, but the High Street gave no clue of going anywhere in either direction except into a murky darkness.


    He turned to the right and set off at random, and presently saw some men at a street corner, leaning against the wall outside a public-house. They would be local men, he thought, and crossed over to them.


    “I’m looking for St. Peter’s Vicarage,” he said: “I wonder whether you can help me?”


    The men stopped talking and stared at him as if he had asked the way to the moon.


    “There’s no Vicarage round here,” said one of them at last.—“Not round here there isn’t.”


    Mr. Matthews hesitated. “This is Woodbank, isn’t it?” he asked.


    “It was when I got up this morning,” said the man.


    They all laughed at this, and Mr. Matthews felt it proper as the new Vicar, to join in. But when the laughter had subsided, and the men merely stared at him again, he said: “Thank you,” and went on down the street.


    He saw a man standing at the door of a half-shuttered pawn-shop: a pale, bulbous man in shirt-sleeves with a strip of shirt bulging out between the bottom of his tight waistcoat and the top of his trousers. He had a boil on his neck with a piece of plaster over it and one foot was bandaged up inside a carpet slipper that was slit to take the bandage. His big puffy face looked green and ghostly in the twilight.


    “I wonder if you can tell me,” asked Mr. Matthews, “the way to St. Peter’s Vicarage?”


    The man shook his head.


    “Do you know anyone who might be able to help me?”


    “No,” said the man.


    Woodbank High Street looked endless and more desolate than ever as he walked on. It looked as if it went on and on until it circled a fog-bound world.


    He came to some boys playing at the mouth of a dark alley. They were hopping round some chalk squares on the pavement, and the game was a new one to Mr. Matthews. He wanted to find the Vicarage before it was completely dark, but after his rebuffs he thought he would break the ice with a friendly enquiry about the game before he asked the way. He got on well and easily with boys. In Little Stanton he knew them all as well as their parents knew them. He had christened most of them, and some had grown big enough to bowl him out at cricket on the green. But the pleasant days in Little Stanton were nearly over now. He had got to start again and get to know the Woodbank boys, and this seemed a good opportunity to begin.


    “That’s a new game to me,” he said, “what d’you call it?”


    They had not seen him coming in the dusk and the sound of his voice brought a sudden, startled silence. The boy who was hopping round the square stopped dead and stared, still standing on one leg like a stork. The silence was embarrassing, and Mr. Matthews wished he had chosen a more opportune time, in daylight, to make his friendly enquiry about the game.


    “Is it your own invention?” he asked.—“How d’you score?”


    There was still no answer. The boys looked wary and suspicious. Then a lanky boy with long black hair broke the silence. He was leaning against a lamp-post and he went on leaning.


    “We can play what we like, can’t we?” he growled.


    “Of course you can,” said Mr. Matthews, wishing more than ever that he hadn’t started it. “It looked a good game and I just wondered what it was called, that’s all.”


    “Everybody plays it,” said the boy.—“Everybody knows what it’s called.”


    Mr. Matthews saw his mistake. The game was evidently traditional in Woodbank. He could not have asked a sillier question if he had walked on to a village green and asked what a game of cricket was called.


    “I come from the country,” he explained. “I’m quite a stranger here. As a matter of fact I’m trying to find St. Peter’s Vicarage. I wonder if any of you can tell me where it is?”


    There was another silence, and then the ice broke with unexpected suddenness. Every boy began telling him loudly where the Vicarage was, but every boy, it seemed, had a different theory.


    “That’s it, down there—with the flag pole on it!” came a shrill voice.


    “That’s the Post Office, you twerp. Everybody knows that’s the Post Office!”


    “It’s up by the tram depot!”


    “It’s down by the river—with a cross on top!”


    “That’s where they put the drowned men. They got one there now from under dad’s barge—all blue and swelled up, dad said.”


    Some bigger boys came down the alley to see what the noise was about, and the argument grew strident and aggressive. One said the Vicarage was behind the goods yard.


    “’Tisn’t behind the goods yard!” shouted a fat boy with his stockings round his ankles.


    “Bet you it is!”


    “You’re barmy!”


    “Who’s barmy?”


    “You!—You’re boss-eyed, too!”


    There was a resounding slap and the fight was on. The fat boy caught his opponent’s shirt and ripped it out of his trousers: there were yells of delight and shouts of encouragement; windows flew up and women shrieked out threats: the two boys toppled over and fought in the gutter, grunting and pummelling and wriggling like eels, and a policeman sailed out of the fog. There were shouts of warning and a sudden silence, and Mr. Matthews, dismayed by the disturbance he had unwittingly caused, thought it best to move quietly away.


    “What’s all this?” he heard the policeman say.


    A chorus of shrill, excited voices answered. “It was him!—he started it!”


    “Who?” demanded the policeman.


    “Him in the black overcoat—there he goes!—over there!”


    “Here!—You!” shouted the policeman. “Come here!”


    Mr. Matthews felt cold and sick. He was a shy, retiring man who hated any kind of public scene, and nothing like this had ever happened in his life. Years ago, as an undergraduate at Oxford, he had once been involved in the breaking of a street lamp after an exuberant college dinner. He had been chased by a policeman and had escaped up a tree in the park, but that was fair sport and everybody had enjoyed it, including the policeman. But this was a very different thing—full of obscure, alarming possibilities. He was a stranger—quite unknown in Woodbank, and after what he had seen of these boys he put nothing past them. They would back up with one accord any wild accusation that any one of them might throw against him on the spur of the moment. Assault … attempted kidnapping … all manner of squalid complications raced through his mind as the policeman advanced upon him with the silent, expectant boys in the background. He had been a fool to walk away when he should have stood his ground and helped the policeman to stop the fight. That alone was enough to throw suspicion on him. He pictured a sordid police court with boy after boy coming forward to affirm the same fantastic charge … he caught a glimpse in the dusk of one of the boys who had fought in the gutter. His nose was bleeding … it was a revolting sight … like fruit juice trickling out of a suet pudding. He would probably be blamed for that as well. The policeman towered above him … a young man, big and powerful, with a hard, uncompromising face.


    “What were you doing to these boys?” he demanded.


    Mr. Matthews tried to make his voice sound calm. He loosened his woollen muffler to show the clerical collar beneath it.


    “I’m the new Vicar of Woodbank,” he said. “I asked if they could direct me to St. Peter’s Vicarage and I’m afraid it led to a quite unnecessary argument. I assure you I did nothing to start the fight.”


    The policeman looked him slowly up and down and his eyes came to rest upon the small black bag he was carrying. Mr. Matthews had read of criminals disguising themselves as clergymen to help them in their evil work and he guessed what the policeman was thinking. But there was nothing remotely incriminating in the bag: a pair of blue pyjamas—a change of linen—a razor, and a detective novel … the detective novel, possibly—but that was too absurd! He was on the point of offering the bag for inspection when the policeman shot out a question full of new and alarming implications.


    “I don’t know of any new Vicar coming here,” he said.—“Can they identify you at the Vicarage?”


    Mr. Matthews was done. Nobody could identify him at the Vicarage: nobody in Woodbank, for that matter, and hardly a soul in London could identify him personally as Mr. Matthews. He was a man of the West Country, and all his friends were there. The prospect of a night in a police cell loomed ahead. The new Vicar gaoled pending identification … with vague and ugly rumours of a scene in the dark with some boys and a policeman! Whatever happened—however completely he was cleared, the rumours would stay and his career would be ended. The whole thing was a nightmare.


    “As a matter of fact,” he stammered—“I’ve only communicated with Mr. Todhunter by post. He wouldn’t be able to identify me personally, but …”


    “Have you anything to show who you are?”


    Mr. Matthews was in such confusion that it took him a space to remember the letter in his pocket. By mere chance he had taken it off his desk as he was leaving home that morning. With his trust in providence restored he fumbled for it and drew it out.


    “Here’s a letter from the retiring Vicar,” he said, “asking me to spend the night at the Vicarage to discuss the exchange of our livings.… Mr. Todhunter will identify the letter, I’m sure.”


    The policeman flashed his torch on it and returned it grudgingly. He seemed quite disappointed.


    “All right,” he said. “We have to be careful about strangers in this neighbourhood. I’d advise you to be more careful how you talk to people you don’t know—specially these kids. They’re up to anything.”


    The boys, who had waited hopefully for something dramatic to happen, took this as a warning and rapidly dispersed.


    “I assure you,” declared Mr. Matthews—“I had no sinister plans for stealing their pocket-money!”


    His attempt at a friendly joke misfired. The man’s face was like granite.


    “I still don’t know where the Vicarage is,” he said, “I wonder if you can tell me?”


    “It’s in the old town,” said the policeman. “You’re going the wrong way. Go back past the Railway Station and take the third to the right by the Brewery. Keep straight down St. Peter’s Lane till you see the railings.”


    “Thank you. Good night.”


    “Good night.”


    With a sigh of relief he went on his way, but he still had an uneasy feeling that he was under suspicion.


    He had expected things to be rough and ready in Woodbank, but he was hardly prepared for a local policeman to warn him against the dangers of talking to his own parishioners.


    He had wanted a ‘difficult’ parish. There did not seem much doubt that he had got it. He turned when he came to St. Peter’s Lane, half expecting to see the policeman trailing him, but he was quite alone.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    St. Peter’s Lane was old and narrow, with high brick walls on either side that turned the grey light of the evening into sudden darkness. Some big trees loomed beyond the walls, and Mr. Matthews, who had read up all he could find about the history of Woodbank, imagined they stood in the derelict gardens of the fine old houses that were built here in the days when the town had been a fashionable resort from London. Sheridan the playwright and Gibbon the historian had lived here for a time, and Mr. Matthews pictured them walking in these hidden gardens, planning their work on summer nights beneath those silent, fogbound trees. The houses, he guessed, had been pulled down by now, or converted into factories, for the old arched doors that led into the gardens were falling to pieces, and some had jagged holes in them that opened into black, mysterious spaces. This was evidently the “Old Town” that the policeman had spoken of, but there was no sign of any pride or interest in its past. It was a melancholy place, neglected and forgotten. As he went on the fog grew thicker and he could smell the damp odour of the river.


    He came at last to the railings that enclosed the Vicarage. It was difficult to find the gate in the darkness, and still more difficult to open it, for it had sunk on its hinges and he had to lift it and push hard before it moved. The ironwork was thick and lumpy, as if it had been repainted many times with no attempt to remove the rust and old paint first.


    A big chestnut tree stood close inside the garden, and the path was soft and slippery with fallen leaves. He was puzzled by the desolation and silence. The Vicarages in Dorset were busy, cheerful places, with people calling at all hours of the day and night, but the house ahead of him was like the home of a recluse … ghostly and forbidding in the darkness. A dim light shone through the frosted panel of the door and he felt his way towards it, probing the uncertain path with his umbrella.


    The door-bell, like the gate, was heavy and difficult, and he had to pull the rusty handle three times before he heard a slow, reluctant jangling in the distance. He was ready to be told that he had come to the wrong house, but the woman who opened the door expected him. “You’re Mr. Matthews?” she said. “The Vicar is waiting for you.”


    There was a grandfather clock in the hall, some gloomy furniture, and a smell of boiled mutton. Boiled mutton in normal times offended him, but it was pleasant and reassuring now. He had begun to feel something uncanny and inhuman about the house, but the mutton must have come from a normal butcher’s shop and the smell suggested that someone in the house was normal enough to cook it. He put his belongings on a chair beside the grandfather clock, and followed the woman down a twilit passage.


    The study, like the rest of the house, was dark and gloomy, with heavy, tight-drawn curtains and a musty smell of carpets and old books, but the Vicar himself was a complete surprise. After what he had seen of the surroundings, Mr. Matthews was prepared to meet some frail and ghostly creature, sucked dry of life by the house he lived in, but Mr. Todhunter was so big and rosy and exuberant that it looked as if it was he who had sucked the vitality out of everything surrounding him. He was a huge man, with a magnificent head of sleek white hair, bright blue eyes and a glowing pink face. His shoulders were massive and his forearms bulged beneath his coat sleeves like a wrestler’s. He was a bit too healthy-looking, thought Mr. Matthews, to be really healthy, and there was something about his exuberance that did not ring quite true. His hand was warm and clammy, like a poultice.


    “Well—here we are at last!” he boomed. “Thought you had fallen in the river and got drowned!”


    “I had a job to find the way,” said Mr. Matthews—“the fog’s getting bad outside.” He did not mention his adventure with the boys and the policeman. He had a feeling that his host was the kind of man who would relate the story with relish to everyone he met.


    “Well, you’re here,” said Mr. Todhunter—“and that’s all that matters. What about some tea?”


    Mr. Matthews said he would like some very much, and Mr. Todhunter made the light fittings rattle as he trod heavily across the room.


    “Mrs. Burgin!” he shouted. “Tea! You must try a piece of Mrs. Burgin’s cherry cake,” he said. “It’s excellent … quite excellent!”


    “Now then—make yourself at home!—After all, it’s your Vicarage now—or very soon will be!” He laughed as though he were extremely glad that it very soon would be: he waved a fat hand towards a thin leather arm-chair and lowered himself with a grunt on to a sofa by the fire.


    “Quite a journey from Little Stanton,” he said.


    “Quite a long one,” replied Mr. Matthews, who felt that he had travelled from another world.


    “Lovely place,” mused Mr. Todhunter.—“… One of the loveliest in England, if you ask me. Years ago I went for a walking tour in Dorset and stayed a night at your little Inn there. I saw that old Vicarage of yours, and the Church, and I’ve never forgotten it. When I saw your advertisement in the Church News I was on it like a knife. If it isn’t rude to ask, what d’you want to give it up for?”


    Mr. Matthews was not prepared for such an abrupt question so early in the proceedings, and his host was quick to notice his hesitation. “Trouble?” he enquired.


    The idea of “trouble” in Little Stanton made Mr. Matthews laugh.


    “No,” he answered.—“There’s no trouble. I suppose one might call it a matter of conscience. I’ve been Vicar of Little Stanton for a long time, and in many ways I would be happy and content to stay there for the rest of my life. It’s a charming place, as you say, with charming people, but I’ve been feeling for some while—and my wife has felt the same—that work under such easy conditions hardly justified one’s vocation to the priesthood.”


    He paused, and Mr. Todhunter looked at him so blankly that he felt confused.


    “I’m afraid that sounded rather pompous,” he said, “I didn’t really mean it that way. I don’t pretend to be a born missionary or an inspired preacher or even to be giving up an easy life out of any lofty motive. I’m afraid it’s a purely selfish motive if we come down to plain words. I’m getting along in years now, and I’ve spent my whole life in country parishes. I ought to have done what I’m doing now when I was a younger man, but I’ve still got my health and strength and I hope it’s not too late. I want to make these final years a test of everything I have to give, by working in the London slums and doing my best for the people here. I’m afraid that sounds just as pompous as the first thing I said. I’m not good at explaining myself, but I’m sure you know what I mean.”


    Mr. Todhunter did not answer at once. He went on staring at his guest in blank surprise.


    “You … you mean,” he said at last—“you mean that you are coming to Woodbank with the sole purpose of working among the people here?”


    It was the turn of Mr. Matthews to look surprised. “I thought that was the usual purpose of men who work in the London slums,” he answered.


    Mr. Todhunter hesitated. There was a queer look in his eyes and Mr. Matthews had a feeling that his host was thinking quickly, to adjust himself to something that he had not expected.


    “You seem surprised that I should want to work among these people,” he said. “Is there any special reason why I shouldn’t?”


    Mr. Todhunter laughed. “Not at all!” he declared. “I … I’m afraid I was rather misled by one of your letters when you mentioned that you were nearly sixty. One naturally associates the arduous kind of work that you anticipate with a younger man. I had assumed that you were coming to Woodbank for some personal reason … to be near relatives in London—or to write a book, perhaps, in semi-retirement. But it’s a fine thing,” he went on hastily—“a very fine thing that you are doing!”


    Mr. Todhunter was himself again—easy and exuberant, but there was something in his manner that filled Mr. Matthews with a vague dismay. His host was concealing something: what it was he could not guess, but of one thing he was certain: Todhunter was desperately anxious to get out of Woodbank: he had nearly said something that might have frightened his successor away: he had barely saved himself in time and was now working for all he was worth to cover up his mistake.…


    “If more men of your age and experience would do what you are doing,” he said, “the Church would be in a better position than it is to-day. The slums are not the sole preserves of younger men. Youth has vigour … enthusiasm … zeal … but not the mature outlook and toleration that counts for more than anything in these poor districts. If it were not for my health … my bronchial trouble …”


    The more the big man talked the more surely Mr. Matthews felt that some unwholesome mystery lay hidden in the background. The Vicarage was desolate. He knew by the rusty gate that few people ever came here: he had learned from his enquiries on the way that nobody even knew there was a Vicarage at all.…


    “I came to Woodbank deliberately,” he said, “because it was a poor, rough neighbourhood … ‘difficult’ was the word my Bishop used when I consulted him. I am prepared for difficulties.… I expected them, but if there are any unusual problems, then I think it is only fair that I should know about them in advance. I admit that Woodbank is not quite the kind of place that I anticipated, but …”


    Mr. Todhunter looked up with a start.


    “In what way?” he asked quickly.


    “I had expected the Church and the Vicarage to be more in the centre of the town … in closer contact with the people … it seems to be so remote.”


    Mr. Todhunter brightened up. The word “remote” appealed to him: he took it up eagerly and began to enlarge upon it.


    “You’re right!” he declared.… “It is remote!—that is exactly the problem you have just asked about!”


    “It shouldn’t be an insuperable problem.”


    “No”—said Mr. Todhunter rather vaguely.—“It shouldn’t be.…” There was a knock at the door and the big man looked up with relief. “Ah!” he cried … “here’s the tea!—Good!—put it down here, Mrs. Burgin.”


    He fell upon the tray with vigour. “Now then!” he said.—“Milk? … sugar? … Have a piece of Mrs. Burgin’s famous cherry cake!”


    He embarked upon a discussion of the weather—then topical affairs, with special reference to a recent earthquake in China. He had been born in China, he explained. His father had been a Missionary there, and on one occasion they had experienced an earthquake of severe proportions.


    Mr. Matthews had been hungry when he arrived, but his appetite for tea had gone. The cherry cake in any case fell dismally below the glowing prediction of his host. It was heavy and sickly: the cherries seemed to have been forced to the top in a gluey mass by the sheer weight of the bottom of it, and it cloyed on his palate and stuck in his throat. Whenever Mr. Todhunter paused for breath he was conscious of the deep, suffocating silence that surrounded the dismal house, seeping into every corner of it—seeping into his own flesh and bones. He thought wistfully of the kind of Vicarage he had pictured here; throbbing with the life and movement of the crowded town: of children’s voices beneath the windows as they played around the railings, and the rumble of traffic and the footsteps of passers-by, and the bell ringing to announce visitors with every kind of problem. There was silence, at night, in Little Stanton, but that was a clean country silence, broken by men returning from the Inn and the hooting of the owls. Here there was the stagnant silence of a tomb.


    “Have some more cake?” said Mr. Todhunter. “Good, isn’t it?”


    “Excellent,” replied Mr. Matthews—“but I won’t have any more. I don’t eat much cake.”


    He decided to try a lighter note to catch his host off guard and glean a little more about the mystery. “If there’s a ghost in this Vicarage—or a devil in the Church,” he said, “let’s hear about it!”


    Mr. Todhunter laughed heartily. “I can reassure you on that!” he said. “I’ve lived here seven years and I declare it free of ghosts of every shape and size—and the church, I guarantee, is innocent of devils!—As a matter of fact,” he added with a touch of earnestness—“you will find a wonderfully devoted little circle round St. Peter’s Church: mostly old people, of course, but very loyal. I have asked the two Churchwardens in to meet you this evening. They are typical of our little community here. You can talk to them and see for yourself.”


    “You describe the community as a ‘little’ one.” said Mr. Matthews. “I understood this parish had eight thousand people in it?”


    “Oh yes—quite that,” said Mr. Todhunter rather vaguely.


    “What is the average attendance at church on Sundays?”


    Mr. Todhunter hesitated. “I would say, well … about thirty-five or forty.”


    “Thirty-five or forty out of eight thousand!” gasped Mr. Matthews.


    “It isn’t much,” agreed Mr. Todhunter—“but it’s very regular. Even in the worst weather we get over thirty.”


    At seven o’clock the two Churchwardens came in to meet their future Vicar. Mr. Cheesewright, the Vicar’s Warden, was a nervous, disheveled little man who looked as if he had recently been run over. He practised in Woodbank as a dentist. Mr. Harper, the People’s Warden, was a retired Income Tax official: tall and stout and firmly established in his own esteem. They talked a lot about the routine business of the church but never mentioned the condition of the parish. They spoke in high terms of the Parochial Church Council, especially of a Mrs. Bannister Paget, whom they described as a great woman: the life and soul of everything. They agreed to bring along the most ardent members of the Council, including Mrs. Bannister Paget, for an informal chat with Mr. Matthews on the evening he arrived to begin his duties, and they spoke in the most feeling terms of Mr. Todhunter and how sorry everybody was to lose him.


    At eight o’clock Mr. Matthews had supper with his host. It was, as he had feared, the mutton he had smelt on his arrival—stewed with turnips and onions, with rather too much seasoning. There was a steamed jam pudding, flavoured with cinnamon, and a cup of luke-warm coffee. Despite his glossy appearance Mr. Todhunter was a teetotaler. They drank water throughout the meal, and Mr. Matthews would have given anything for a whisky and soda or a glass of sherry to relieve the weight of his increasing depression.


    He tried to find out more about Woodbank: he asked about the history of its church and the work of the people and the social activities of the town, but Mr. Todhunter answered briefly, without interest, and turned the conversation back to anecdotes of China. Details of their coming exchange of Vicarages were discussed. To save expense they agreed to share the same furniture van, taking Mr. Todhunter’s furniture early one morning and returning with Mr. Matthews’ property in the afternoon. “By the way,” said Mr. Todhunter, “I sent off a box of my books to-day—in advance, if you’d not mind putting them somewhere till I arrive.”


    Mr. Matthews said he would, but he had a feeling that Mr. Todhunter had sent them in advance to stake his claim and lessen the chance of Mr. Matthews altering his mind about coming to Woodbank.


    Mr. Todhunter tried to persuade Mr. Matthews to exchange the curtains and carpets at the Little Stanton Vicarage for those at present in position at Woodbank. He argued that curtains and carpets never fitted properly in other houses, but Mr. Matthews knew that his wife would loathe the dank and musty stuff at Woodbank and politely declined. Mr. Todhunter was offended: the conversation tailed off, and when Mr. Matthews made his long journey the excuse for an early retirement, his host looked pleased and said it was a wise thing to go to bed directly when one was tired.


    He led his guest up the narrow, half-lit stairs.


    “We haven’t had a guest for quite a time,” he said, “but Mrs. Burgin knows how to make people comfortable. Call out if you want anything. The lavatory is down there,” he added, waving a plump hand along a passage steeped in darkness. “Good night.”


    Mr. Matthews closed the door with a sigh of relief. He had the detective novel in his bag, and he wanted to relax and read for half an hour before he tried to sleep.


    But the room was not arranged for reading in. The only light, in a hard, frosted globe, hung close up against the ceiling above the dressing-table. He would have to move most of the furniture before he could get the solitary armchair under it to read by, and Mr. Todhunter would hear the commotion and come up to find out what was going on. So he decided to go straight to bed and lie there even if he could not sleep.


    The bedroom was cold and the bed looked damp, but the air was stagnant, and he drew back the heavy curtains to open the window.


    It was dark and foggy and uncannily quiet outside. The window looked out on to St. Peter’s Lane, and he could see the chestnut tree, swollen by the fog, with a dense black pool of shadow under it. At the corner of the lane there was street lamp, and the tall railings that enclosed the Vicarage loomed against its eerie light. Mr. Matthews shivered. The house was more like a prison than a Vicarage, and he had a premonition that it would be his prison until the end of his days. He had a desperate longing to steal downstairs and take his hat and coat and escape from the deadly, doom-wrecked place while he still had time. But in his heart he knew that there was no escape. He had talked too much in Little Stanton to go back on it now: everybody knew that he had deliberately chosen a difficult parish: he would make himself a laughing-stock if he went back and said it was a bit too difficult and he wasn’t going after all.


    He had no inkling of the mysterious thing that lay between St. Peter’s Church and the people of Woodbank. It was something strange and evil and insuperable. Todhunter was a cheerful, vigorous man who would have made friends with anybody under ordinary conditions, but Todhunter, after seven years, knew scarcely a soul outside the small “devoted” circle. Had it been some normal problem, Todhunter would have discussed it frankly and advised his successor on means to fight it. But Todhunter knew that the thing could not be fought: he knew that it was hopeless and kept silent in fear that his successor would refuse the task.


    He looked down at the lifeless garden and knew that there was no way out for him. He could hardly confess failure and apply for a move within two years … two of the precious years he had set aside for the best work of his life. He wondered what two years in this ghostly house would do to his spirit and resolution. He drew the curtains and began to undress for bed.


    He tried to induce sleep by going, in imagination, for a walk through the Dorset lanes, but every turning brought him back to Woodbank High Street, and a crowd of leering little boys who shouted: “It was him!—he started it!”


    Now and then he heard a clock chime in the distance, and the mournful hooting of a tug on the fog-bound river.


    Several times he tasted the unpleasant seasoning in the mutton stew, and it was nearly dawn before he fell into an uneasy sleep.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    Mr. Matthews had arranged to stay in Woodbank until the afternoon, so that Mr. Todhunter could show him the church and introduce him to the organist before he left, but soon after breakfast he began to smell the mutton stew again, and he made the fog an excuse to hurry away to catch an earlier train. He lunched at Waterloo and arrived back in Little Stanton in time for tea.


    As he drew near home he began to wonder how he would break the dismal news of Woodbank to his wife. Ruth was all in favour of his plans to work in the slums, but she was a country woman born and bred, and her idea of a London slum was even more colourful and romantic than his had been. She was more interested in people than in church affairs and was looking forward eagerly to making friends with those in Woodbank. That, he feared, was going to be denied her. She loved a graceful home, and had made the Vicarage at Little Stanton a delight to live in, but in Woodbank she would have a gaunt, musty house that nothing in the world could beautify. She had made a garden at Little Stanton that strangers stopped their cars to see, but in Woodbank the garden was a dank, walled-in place like a prison yard. It was hard to think of Ruth in a place like Woodbank. About his daughter he had time enough to worry. Rosemary still had a year at boarding school and they could send her if necessary to spend the holidays with friends. But his wife’s fate was bound to his: what happened to him must happen to her, and it worried him so much on the journey home that he almost forgot his own cruel disappointment.


    She saw him coming down the footpath from the station and went to meet him. She was bursting for news and began asking a host of questions before they got back to the house.


    Over tea he began gently by saying that Woodbank was “not quite what they had expected”, but as Ruth had not the remotest idea what to expect, this only tantalised her and made her more enthusiastic, and he waited until they had started out for their evening walk before he told her the whole heart-breaking story.


    “If I were ten years younger,” he said—“I wouldn’t mind, but when you’re nearly sixty there isn’t time to waste in a hopeless place like Woodbank. Even if I got out of it in a couple of years I would go with a stigma of failure, and I don’t think I’d have the confidence and energy to start again. I’ve been a fool, Ruth—I ought to have seen the place for myself before I decided to go there. I’ve made a hopeless mess of things. I’ve wrecked everything we planned, and I’m awfully sorry.”


    When he had finished she walked along beside him in silence.


    “Of course I’m not bound, even now, to go to Woodbank,” he added. “I’m not Vicar there until I’ve been instituted and I could still tell Mr. Todhunter that I’ve changed my mind. But he’s arranged everything to come here, and I can’t see how it’s possible to go back on it now.”


    Ruth was still silent, and it began to get on his nerves. “If you haven’t anything to say,” he said, “we might as well go home.”


    “I don’t know what to say,” she answered, “because I don’t understand what on earth you’re so worked up and disappointed about. It must have been the fog or that mutton stew that upset you. You wanted a difficult parish and you’ve got it, but you couldn’t in reason expect it to be ‘difficult’ in exactly the way that suited your convenience. If it had been, then it wouldn’t be difficult at all, and there’d be no point in going there. You surely didn’t expect the people to hang the flags out and fall on their knees to thank you for coming to deliver them from evil?”


    “But my dear,” said Mr. Matthews—“I’ve seen the place!”


    “You haven’t seen anything,” said Ruth—“except the fog and Mr. Todhunter—and if you ask me, Todhunter is at the bottom of all the trouble. The whole thing’s as clear as daylight. He’s made a mess of things in Woodbank. He’s got up against those people or just failed to get their confidence and couldn’t bring himself to tell you so. That’s all there is to the ‘mystery’ you’re making such a fuss about. Thinking there’s a devil between those people and the church is just a lot of medieval rubbish. You talk about the whole thing as though it were a disaster when really it’s a splendid stroke of luck. It’s a thousand times better to follow a man who’s been a failure than one who’s been a success, because a successful man would have left nothing for you to work for. It’s a wonderful chance for you, Roger, and I’m thrilled about it because it’s going to prove what you can really do. All your life you’ve wanted something to fight against. Now you’ve got it beyond your wildest hopes, and you’re wondering how you can get out of it!”


    “And as for the Vicarage,” she added, “I don’t wonder it smells musty after what you’ve said about Mr. Todhunter, because he’d make any house smell musty. When we get there we’ll open the windows and light the fires and get some fresh air blowing through it. And when we’ve got our own furniture in and our own curtains up, you won’t know the place. As for the garden, we’ll get busy directly we arrive, and there’ll just be time to put it right by the spring. I’m even glad the garden’s going to be ‘difficult’, because it’ll show what we can do to that as well.”
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