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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.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    As I write this evening in the quiet library of my country home I look back upon a day that should have been the proudest of my life.


    I have been overwhelmed with honours. This morning I was enrolled as the first Freeman of St Mary’s for outstanding services to the town. I was presented with my portrait in oils and a silver inkstand: a gift from the people in token of their gratitude for what the Mayor described as my ‘surpassing generosity’. At the official luncheon in the Casino a Cabinet Minister paid tribute to me as ‘a man whose devotion to his fellow citizens will stand as a shining inspiration for generations yet unborn’. At nightfall I saw my portrait illuminate the summer twilight in the form of a large, impressive firework, and heard the cheers that greeted it. I have been told in confidence that I shall almost certainly receive a knighthood in the New Year’s Honours List, but even as I record these things I listen for the sound of a police car in the drive, and the arrival of the men who will begin the inquiry that will send me to penal servitude.


    The truth about St Mary’s Casino is bound to come out sooner or later. It may happen tomorrow, or it may not be for years, but one day it is certain that some trifling accident will uncover this wretched affair that has taken me from my peaceful country life and made me what I am today: Chairman of a fraudulent Company and an accessory to a shameless murder.


    I will call this a confession, but God alone must be the final judge of whether I was right or wrong. If the truth comes out before my death, then my written confession will not be needed, because I shall come forward in person to explain the facts and take my punishment. But if the discovery is not made until some distant day when I and the present Directors of the Company are no longer living, then this must be our silent testimony, and I hope we shall not be judged too harshly.


    I shall leave it in a sealed packet, in the safekeeping of the Company’s solicitors, inscribed: ‘To be opened by the Chairman only in grave emergency.’ I can say no more without giving the whole thing away, and must hope that it will never, by unfortunate mishap, be opened prematurely.


    My name is Peter Evelyn Joyce: a local magistrate and retired Army officer, born sixty-five years ago in this same house where I now spend my last unhappy days.


    Minston Manor, the home of my family for centuries, stands on the southern slopes of a pleasant valley a few miles from the ancient country town of St Mary’s. In days gone by we owned a thousand acres of this fertile land with seven prosperous farmsteads, but piece by piece we have had to sell, until now the Manor House and the Home Farm alone remain in my possession, with a few outlying cottages.


    I need say little of my Army career. It is of small interest and of no concern to the events I am going to relate. From Sandhurst I was commissioned in the spring of 1914 to our county regiment, the Suffolk Fusiliers. I fought in France and Mesopotamia, and at the close of hostilities was posted to the Second Battalion, then stationed in India.


    Retiring with the rank of Major in 1936, I was re-employed at the outbreak of the Second World War, promoted Colonel and given command of a regiment on coastal defence in Norfolk.


    A very ordinary career, but I was a soldier by tradition rather than desire. By nature I am a countryman, and during those long years abroad my thoughts were never far away from this beloved old house in Minston Valley.


    It is a big house: far bigger than I need today, and sadly in want of painting and repair, but I never tire of the beauty of its surroundings, and the fine views from the hill crest that stretch on a clear day to the Norfolk Broads and the distant sea.


    We were hit badly by the war and forced to sell a good deal of our remaining land, but we made ends meet as best we could. We bred turkeys for the Christmas market, grew fruit and early vegetables, and on the whole we rubbed along quite happily.


    My wife died five years ago. We had no children and as I could no longer afford to entertain, I was often lonely in the Manor House: specially through the long dark winter evenings.


    I tried to overcome my loneliness by taking an active part in the affairs of St Mary’s. I became a Member of the Town Council, a Governor of the Grammar School, and a Magistrate. But these things, in so quiet a town, took relatively little of my time, and many of my evenings were spent alone.


    It was in fact this loneliness that made me write the letter to my old friend Colin that was to have such fatal consequences.


    I need say little of Colin here, because the name of Lord Colindale, statesman and millionaire newspaper proprietor, will not be forgotten, even if this chronicle remains unopened for many years.


    We were at school together and close friends for some time afterwards until we took our different ways: mine to obscurity and his to fame.


    Colin was always a rebel. He was nearly expelled from school for running an unofficial magazine lampooning various masters. His father was a Bishop who had hoped for his son to follow him into the Church, but Colin disgraced himself in the eyes of his family by cutting loose from tradition and taking a job as a reporter on a small weekly newspaper in a seedy Midland town.


    The rest is too well known to be recounted. In a few years he was editor, then owner of the Batley Herald: by 1940 he was in control of a chain of newspapers across the length and breadth of Britain: Lord Colindale, and still a young man.


    In the wartime Government he became a national figure: a burly John Bull, with supreme confidence, in himself and in everything he did, capturing the public imagination with the sheer exuberance of his personality and physical endurance.


    To everybody’s surprise he retired from politics in 1945, announcing that his duty to the State was done, and that his widespread business interests called for his return. It was, in my private opinion, the carefully judged move of a vastly ambitious man. Foreseeing the temporary eclipse of his party, he withdrew from public life during their years out of power, and returned, with a considerable blast of trumpets, when the Conservatives came back in 1951. By taking a minor office he displayed a modesty that disarmed suspicion and paved the way towards the power he sought. Everybody was glad to see him back: his public appearances drew the crowds, and his speeches made headlines even in the newspapers that he didn’t own. He was a leading personality on television: people enjoyed his downright views and sturdy defence of all things British: they admired his abounding energy, and he was tipped on all sides for one of the highest places in the next Government.


    And then the mysterious fade-out. Without warning and without explanation Colin disappeared completely from public life.


    Buried away, as I was, in my house in the country, I had followed the career of my old friend from a distance, but with pride and admiration. He had paid me a few visits during his years from politics. He was a keen angler and enjoyed a day’s fishing in the river that ran through my small estate. But on his return to the Government his time was entirely taken up, and it seemed as if our long but sporadic companionship was finally over.


    In a sense I never lost touch with him because he was always in the news. I read his speeches in the morning papers and looked forward to his appearances on television. I watched for his photograph in the illustrated magazines and never missed his talks over sound radio. His comings and goings were so fully reported that I could almost have kept a diary in his name. So when the mysterious fade-out came it was as if a long, unbroken personal companionship had suddenly ended.


    I might better call it a ‘slow fade-out’ because it was not a sudden disappearance. I came gradually to notice that his photograph no longer appeared in the magazines. There were no more appearances on television and his public speeches grew few and far between. There was an occasional recorded talk on sound radio when I thought that his voice seemed strained and tired, then finally silence: complete and absolute.


    It puzzled me because I knew that nobody enjoyed the limelight more than Colin and nothing but sheer necessity would keep him out of it. I watched the papers for some explanation, but it seemed as if the press, by one accord, had agreed upon a conspiracy of silence.


    If my life had been a busy one I would have thought less about it, but in the quiet evenings, alone in my library, I began to brood over it and wonder more and more what had happened to Colin. He was after all a very old friend. At school we were inseparable, we spent our holidays together, walking in the Highlands, sailing on the Broads, exploring the Continent on our bicycles. Even when our ways had parted, he had still found time for that occasional brief visit to the Manor House and had always written afterwards to say how much he had enjoyed it.


    A full year passed. The silence remained unbroken beyond one brief paragraph stating that Lord Colindale had left that morning for a holiday abroad, and a similar paragraph a few months later saying that he had returned. But there had been no photograph of him leaving or coming back: nothing on the television newsreel: not even a clue to where he had been.


    There was no mutual friend to seek information from, and one evening the impulse came to solve the mystery myself. I sat down and wrote:


    

      Dear Colin,


      It is a long time since you came down here for a few days’ fishing and golf: nearly five years since I last saw you. There are plenty of fish in the river this season, so what about it?


      Things at the Manor House are very much as usual: old Fred the butler and his wife are still with me, and we’d love to see you again.


      I’m always here, so you only have to give the word and your old room will be ready for you.


    


    I made it short and casual because I didn’t want him to think I was being inquisitive about his mysterious disappearance from public life. I posted the letter without much expectation of getting a reply, but an answer came with surprising promptness:


    

      Dear Peter,


      I was delighted to get your letter reminding me of those happy days at the Manor House and nothing would give me more pleasure than to see you again.


      So I will take you at your word, I will be with you this coming Friday in time for a cup of tea, and I hope, if I may, to stay for a long week-end.


    


    His letter was so normal and cheerful that I felt rather foolish for allowing my imagination to build up such grim forebodings about my old friend. It occurred to me for the first time that Colin might have deliberately effaced himself from the public eye to carry out some confidential work for the Government as he had frequently done during the War. If it concerned foreign affairs, then that would account for his long absence abroad so guardedly reported in the papers.


    The news caused considerable excitement with Fred and Amy. Colin had always been an honoured guest and Amy’s niece came from the town to help spring-clean the bedroom that Colin had always used on previous visits. There were discussions about food and I spent some time with Fred in the cellar deciding which wine should be served from my sadly depleted stock.


    All was in readiness in good time on Friday, and shortly before five o’clock I saw the big car swing through the gates and come slowly up the drive. My reassurance about Colin increased as the car drew nearer. It looked so sure of itself: so comfortable and prosperous: so characteristic of the man himself that all my remaining concern for him was gone. I noticed that a stolid, bowler-hatted man was sitting beside the chauffeur. It was the first time that Colin had come to see me while a Member of the Government and I remembered that it was customary for Ministers in responsible positions to travel with a private detective. It occurred to me that I ought perhaps to have asked the Chief Constable to station a policeman at the gate during Colin’s stay.


    My feelings of reassurance made the shock the greater when I realized that the man in the bowler hat was not a private detective, but a nurse attendant.


    I had waved to Colin as the car drew up. Colin, in his seat behind the chauffeur, had leaned forward and waved back. But before I could reach the car, things happened quickly, and the whole pitiful truth revealed itself.


    The man in the bowler hat jumped out almost before the car had stopped, and pulled two crutches from beneath the seats: rubber-ferruled crutches with elbow supports. The chauffeur climbed smartly out: hurried round to help, and the two men, clearly well accustomed to their duties, almost lifted Colin from his seat.


    Waving the crutches impatiently aside, he stood stiffly and painfully, supporting himself against the door of the car, as he took my hand and shook it warmly. Then the crutches were placed in position and I stood helplessly by as Colin struggled slowly up the steps, the nurse and chauffeur close beside him to save him from mishap.


    When he was at last made comfortable by the drawing-room fire, and Amy was serving tea, I had a private word with the nurse while the luggage was brought in.


    ‘We had prepared a room for Lord Colindale on the first floor,’ I said; ‘the room that he has always had on previous visits. But there is one downstairs, quite a nice room facing the park, that might be more convenient.’


    ‘I’m sure that Lord Colindale would appreciate it,’ replied the nurse. ‘Stairs are very difficult for him.’


    There was a hasty conference with Fred and Amy: running about with bedclothes, towels and hot-water bottles, and by the time tea was finished the downstairs room was ready for our guest, who went to rest for an hour before dinner.


    Alone in the drawing-room, I sadly reconsidered the plans I had made for Colin’s entertainment. There was to have been billiards after dinner, because Colin had always enjoyed a game on his visits in the past. But billiards was obviously out of the question. All that remained was cards and television: possibly a game of chess. There were not many card games for two players: I could not remember whether Colin played chess, and a glance at the television programme offered a choice between boxing and music hall.


    But these problems were of little account beside the shattering discovery of Colin’s condition. If he had been a frail and delicate man by nature the tragedy would have been far less, but his robust physique and exuberant energy were almost a legend. In television newsreels he never went up steps at less than two at a time, cartoonists drew him as a strong man lifting enormous weights: as a giant striding through the labyrinth of politics, head and shoulders taller than Big Ben – and there he was lying – a pitiful wreck – in the twilit bedroom down the passage. He had barely mentioned his infirmity when he had arrived: ‘I suppose I ought to have told you about this,’ he had said. ‘But there’s nothing to be done, so let’s forget it’, and with an impatient gesture it was dismissed.


    He had grown much stouter since I had last seen him on television more than a year ago: no doubt from lack of exercise. His cheeks were pouched and heavily flushed. My first impression was that he had had a stroke, but his eyes, though tired and haggard, had all their old command, and his voice was strong and clear. More probably, I thought, a collapse through overwork. He had always driven himself with ruthless energy, but now it was pitifully clear that he had driven himself beyond the point of no return.


    As things turned out, I need not have worried about Colin’s entertainment, for at dinner, with the distasteful crutches pushed away in a corner, he became his old exuberant self again. He was enthusiastic about Amy’s excellent cooking and he praised the claret that Fred had carefully decanted. His cheerfulness, at times, seemed forced and artificial, but there was no doubt about his pleasure at being once more in the surroundings that he had enjoyed so much in days gone by.


    He asked me a hundred questions about the farm: what crops I grew; what stock I reared; the costs; the marketing and profits. He wanted to know how I passed my leisure time: my hobbies and interests in every side of country life.


    At first I imagined that Colin was asking all these questions to keep the conversation away from his own affairs because he had never shown much concern for such things in the past, but gradually I began to see that he was genuinely and deeply interested. He listened intently to everything I had to say, and came back with new and searching questions, some of which were rather beyond the capacity of an amateur farmer.


    It was only later when the crutches had been recovered from their corner, and the slow and painful journey back to the drawing-room completed, that Colin began at last to talk about himself, and of the calamity that had overtaken him.


    ‘These things don’t just happen,’ he said. ‘They don’t just drop suddenly out of a blue sky. I imagine it all began at school, when I grew a head taller and a stone heavier than I ought to have done for my age: playing rugger for the school at fifteen: boxing heavyweight at sixteen: doing weight-lifting in my spare time to show off. Naturally I showed off, because I was proud of being big and strong.


    ‘In my last year at school I went down with rheumatic fever. They didn’t know much about such things in those days. The doctor put it down to a chill, hanging about in wet clothes after rugger, but of course I had outgrown my strength and was paying for it, I should have taken things easy at least till I was twenty-one, but I was back on the rugger field in a month and playing as hard as ever.


    ‘I got a blue at Cambridge, but it was a hard fight because even a small injury would leave me stiff for days when a fellow of my age should have thrown it off by the morning. There were plenty of red lights, but I never saw them. I don’t imagine we do at that age.


    ‘But everything seemed to clear up and I was all right for years: strong as a horse. You know that from the climbing we used to do in Cumberland.


    ‘It wasn’t until the war that it began to catch up on me. I was working eighteen hours a day, travelling all over the place under the worst conditions. I began to get pains in the back and legs. I fought it off in one way or another and kept quiet about it because I was the strong man of the team and it wasn’t in the rules for me to go sick.


    ‘Things went on like that for years. I didn’t get better and I didn’t get worse until last spring – when I went down with a bad dose of ’flu.


    ‘I was in bed for a couple of weeks – and when I tried to get up I felt as if somebody had rammed a couple of rusty iron bars down my leg bones and another down my spine.


    ‘I thought it was just the after effects of ’flu. I’d had it before, but not so bad, and I tried my usual remedies. But this time they didn’t work – and the irony of the whole thing was that just before it had happened the Prime Minister had told me that if we won the next election he was going to set up a new Ministry and put me at the head of it. It was what I had hoped for all my life: a brand-new Ministry starting from scratch: an exciting job that was right up my street.


    ‘When I hobbled in to see the Prime Minister after that attack, he gave me a lecture about working too hard and told me to take it easy till I was well again. There were nearly two years to go before the election, and I hadn’t a doubt that I’d be right again by then.


    ‘That’s when I faded out of the news. I set about my plans for beating this damn thing like organizing a campaign. I had the money and I reckoned I could buy a cure. I began with London specialists who gave me shots and filled me up with medicine and plastered me with liniment; I had massage and electric shocks and ray treatment and God knows what else; but after six months I was as bad as I was before I started, if not worse.’


    ‘Did they find the cause?’ I asked.


    ‘That was the devil of it,’ said Colin. ‘If it had been some obscure bug, then one of those brilliant fellows would have run it to earth and got rid of it. But it’s just plain common or garden rheumatism: a thing they know everything about except the cure.


    ‘When the London doctors failed I began roaming round the Continent seeing specialists at every Spa in Europe. I drank the waters and had mud baths and more shots and more massage, and after a year of it, I knew I was beaten. It was no good pretending any longer. I just had to face the facts. I saw the Prime Minister last week and told him how things were. I told him not to consider me any longer for the new Ministry after the elections. I said I would have to retire from public life, and that was the end of it.’


    There was a silence. Colin moved painfully in his chair and I tried to think of something to say. He had told me the whole tragic story so calmly: with such resignation that anything I said would sound pointless and banal.


    ‘It’s your brains and experience they want, Colin, not your legs.’


    Colin smiled and shook his head. ‘That’s what others have said,’ he answered. ‘But there’s a lot more to it than that.


    ‘In the old days a Public man didn’t need a colourful personality because the majority of the people never saw him, but in these days of television and newsreels and all the rest of it you’ve got to establish yourself as a character. People demand it. You’ve got to play a part, and once they’ve accepted you in that part, you’ve got to stick to it. You can’t suddenly appear as a new character, any more than a comic actor can suddenly appear as Hamlet or Macbeth.


    ‘The part I had chosen for myself was “strong man”, I enjoyed it because it suited me, and people enjoyed watching me play it. I’ve played it for so many years that it’s become a sort of institution: people just couldn’t conceive me in any other way. So what do you suppose would happen if they saw the strong man come doddering on to the stage as a cripple? They would be shocked, of course: maybe sympathetic – but they wouldn’t want me any more. They’d reckon I was finished: just hanging on for the sake of authority and power.’


    ‘I’m sure they wouldn’t think that,’ I said. But in my heart I knew that he was right.


    ‘What people think,’ went on Colin, ‘wouldn’t matter so much if it wasn’t true, and the truth is I am finished – at least for the work the Prime Minister had in mind for me, and that was all that mattered. It would have meant hard travelling: inspections, visits to industrial plants that would have needed all the activity and strength I ever had.’


    He was silent for a while. ‘I didn’t make the decision hastily, Peter. God knows I went on fighting it – even after the doctors said there wasn’t any hope. I’m only sixty. I could have reckoned on ten good years and done great things … but I’m not going to drown you in self-pity. I’ve had a good life and been luckier than most men.’


    He roused himself and turned to me with a flash of his old vigour and enthusiasm.


    ‘And do you know the luckiest thing that has happened to me since all this started?’


    ‘No?’


    ‘Your letter.’


    ‘My letter?’ I looked at him in astonishment. ‘Honestly, Colin – I hardly expected an answer.’


    ‘I’ll tell you something I wouldn’t say to anyone else.’ He took a cigarette and played with it before he lit it: hesitating as if in second thoughts about what he was going to say.


    ‘You probably won’t think much of me when I tell you – but on the night when I told the Prime Minister I had given up, I damn nearly took a bottle of sleeping pills to make an end of it.’


    ‘I can understand how you must have felt, Colin.’


    ‘I wonder if you really can? – You’ve always had a hundred things to interest you. If one dried up you had plenty to fall back on. But last week, when I gave up politics I suddenly realized that I had nothing: utterly and absolutely nothing – except a couple of crutches and a wheel-chair. If I’d married it might have been different. I had a fine house in London, but it wasn’t a home. My whole life had been built around the keystone of being somebody who mattered. The keystone had gone – and everything with it. I knew a thousand people: pretty well everybody who counted for anything, but there wasn’t one that I could reckon on as wanting a has-been in a wheel-chair. That’s self-pity with a vengeance, Peter! But it’s the plain, blunt truth!’


    ‘There’s your business,’ I said. ‘The Colindale Press. That’s something to be proud of – and something that needs you.’


    ‘There’s that,’ replied Colin. ‘But it’s hard to explain. Big things wear out quicker than small ones. Five years ago when I came back to politics I picked out my best men and put them in charge of my business affairs. They’ve done a fine job, and between ourselves, if I never went back, the shares of the Colindale Press wouldn’t fall by sixpence. I control the policy, but even a thing like that wears out when you’ve done it for more years than you can count.


    ‘When I got home after handing in my resignation, I lay in bed thinking of life as it was going to be from then on: life on hotel verandas looking into space: life on the decks of cruising liners looking at the sea – always somebody in the background whispering to friends: “You know who that is? – poor chap – quite a tragedy.” The only friend I had that night was my bottle of sleeping pills: nearly full: a new bottle. I began to consider whether I’d chew them up or swallow them whole: whether I’d wash them down with water or brandy. I was still considering the most effective technique when I dozed off – and when I woke up, there was my man by the bedside with my morning tea – and your letter on the tray.’


    ‘I’m glad,’ I said, rather lamely, because for the life of me I couldn’t see what use my letter could have been.


    But Colin was warming up. ‘It came like a breath of fresh air, Peter, a revelation! – a new lease of life! I was amazed that I had never thought of it before! I never had a place in the country: never had time for it – but I love the country, even though I know nothing of farming or country life. You see now why I bombarded you with all those questions at dinner?’


    I began to see – and was glad to have something constructive to talk about: something I understood so well myself.


    ‘Do you know of a nice place round here?’ asked Colin. ‘I always liked this part – ever since I first came to stay with you.’


    ‘I’m certain we could find something,’ I said. ‘Farrell would know. He’s the Estate Agent in St Mary’s. I’ll go down and see him in the morning.’


    ‘I could have a special car built for getting around in,’ said Colin, ‘a good bailiff and staff. I’d breed stock; grow fruit; try out methods of crop growing. I might even run a small research organization of my own.’


    He was glowing with enthusiasm. Politics; newspapers; even his infirmity was forgotten.


    ‘And the joy of it,’ he said, ‘will be the clean break into something I’ve never done before! New things to learn! Back to school again! By next summer I’ll be wondering why I was fool enough to waste all those years on politics!’


    The nurse came in to remind his master that it was past his bedtime: doctor’s orders. But Colin waved him away and told him to come back in an hour’s time. ‘I’m a farmer now!’ he said. ‘Farmers don’t need doctors to tell them when to go to bed!’


    It was past midnight before Colin went to his room.


    I stood in the hall, watching him struggle painfully down the passage with the nurse beside him. There was something very pathetic in the way he drew his shoulders back and tried to hold himself upright, and I felt more pity for him at that moment than at any time since he had arrived.


    I had shown all the enthusiasm I could for his brave defiant plans to start a new life in the country, but in my heart I could not bring myself to believe that it could possibly succeed.


    Long years of experience had told me that the men who succeeded on the land were those of infinite patience and immune to disappointment: deliberate, calculating men who ploughed in a ruined crop to fertilize the land for another year and planted young trees to protect a windswept meadow for their grandsons.


    But patience was one of the virtues that Colin had never had, and disappointment, to him, was proof of failure. If he spent enough money and hired the best men he would expect success, and nothing but success – and things just didn’t happen that way in farming. I dreaded to think of Colin’s reaction to the inevitable disillusionment that lay ahead, but I was resolved to do all that lay in my power to help him: if only to stave off to the last possible moment the final tragedy of his disillusionment.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    Early next morning I drove into St Mary’s to see Farrell, the Estate Agent.


    I told him that a friend of mine was looking for a nice property with about 500 acres of good land suitable for mixed farming. Without divulging Colin’s name, I hinted that expense would not be a major consideration and that funds would no doubt be available for renovations and rebuilding if the property demanded it.


    Mr Farrell was extremely interested. Enquiries of this kind rarely came his way, because most people nowadays were looking for small places with a minimum of upkeep. Several nice properties were available: some vacant and ready for immediate occupation: others still occupied by owners who would gladly move out upon completion of the purchase.


    In some cases illustrated booklets were available: in others the particulars were typewritten. I selected half a dozen that seemed most promising and drove back to the Manor House.


    Colin was sitting on the terrace with a rug around his knees, waiting impatiently for news, and was delighted to hear that so many interesting possibilities were open to him.


    ‘I’d like a house with some character and history to it,’ he said. ‘If it’s in bad repair all the better. I’ll enjoy having it restored by a good architect, and maybe I’d open it to the public for a couple of days a week.’


    From what I knew of several big houses in the neighbourhood I felt reasonably sure that Colin would have no difficulty in finding a place in bad repair. I suggested a quiet morning discussing the various properties that the Estate Agent had suggested, then a drive round to look at them in the afternoon, but Colin was bursting to get going, so I told Amy to pack a picnic lunch and we were off by eleven o’clock.


    To avoid attracting attention Colin decided to leave his big car in the stables and travel in my old station wagon. It wasn’t built for comfort: much less for cripples, but with the help of some cushions for his back and a hassock for his feet, we made him reasonably comfortable.


    It was a lovely spring morning, and we were soon back in the past again, reminding one another of the tours we had made together in the days before the War. Colin was buoyantly happy, and declared that he would be content to spend the rest of his life ambling through the country lanes in a station wagon.


    I had not had time to look for the various properties on my map and plan a methodical tour, so we drove here and there, covering more miles than we needed, spinning it out to make a leisurely day of it.


    To save Colin getting out of the car we examined the properties through binoculars from various vantage points. I knew most of the houses fairly well: I had known some of the past owners and visited them, so was able to give Colin a certain amount of information beyond the range of the glasses.


    After the first few inspections, Colin’s enthusiasm began to wane. Most of the houses were vast in size: uglified by Victorian extensions, and some of the land was dull and featureless: scarred with the remnants of wartime camps or the runways of deserted airfields. In some cases the timber had been ruthlessly cleared to replenish the waning incomes of owners who had not troubled to replant, or even to remove the forlorn, upturned roots. Everywhere we saw overgrown spinneys and gardens choked with weeds.


    Colin cheered up at lunch, when we ate our sandwiches and drank a bottle of wine in a pleasant wood beside the road. It brought back, he said, happy memories of the past. Too many, I thought, as I began to feel that he was deliberately raking up these memories to avoid the distasteful business of discussing the houses he had seen. He wasn’t good at concealing his thoughts, and it was plain that he was disappointed. I could scarcely wonder at it, for how he would pass the long winter evenings in a ghostly, isolated, rambling country mansion I could not imagine. Yet I dared not contemplate the total collapse of his desperate bid for happiness.


    Fortunately the first house we saw after lunch was the best: an attractive Tudor Manor House: not over-big, with well-kept grounds, and a small farm that looked to be in sound condition.


    I suggested a closer look on the following day. Colin agreed, but as he was getting very tired and beginning to suffer from his cramped position in the car, I felt it best to cut out the other houses on our list and make for home.


    It was five o’clock, and the sun was beginning to go down when the incident happened that was to have such profound effects upon Colin’s future and such disastrous ones upon mine.


    We had just driven through the old town of St Mary’s and were within a few miles of the Manor House when Colin, who was obviously suffering increasing pain from his cramped position, said he would have to get out and stretch his legs to get the circulation back into them.


    I drove the car on to the green verge and helped Colin to climb out. We walked together, slowly to and fro. At first he could scarcely move, but gradually the gentle exercise relieved the pain.


    We walked as far as a corner where a by-lane branched off towards some distant farm buildings: the country was quiet and deserted, for we were on an old road, rarely used.


    At the junction stood a decayed, lop-sided signpost pointing down the lane, but the inscription had been almost obliterated by time and weather.


    Colin peered up at it. ‘To the Wells of St Mary’s,’ he read. ‘You never told me you had any wells round here?’


    ‘I wouldn’t recommend them!’ I laughed.


    ‘What are they?’ he asked.


    ‘As a matter of fact they belong to me,’ I answered. ‘A sort of family heirloom.’


    Colin was interested, and I told him all I could about them.


    Away back in the distant past, somewhere in the thirteenth century, the Nunnery of St Mary’s was established here. Judging by the massive walls that still survive, it must have been a place of considerable wealth and importance, and after the dissolution in 1539 the deserted buildings, together with a wide area of the surrounding land, fell into the hands of Emmanuel Joyce who thereby became the founder of our family fortunes.


    Emmanuel was a somewhat shifty and disreputable official of the Royal Household who rendered the King good service and received the property in reward. His grandson Evelyn pulled down most of the remaining Nunnery in 1608 to build the Manor House, and for nearly three centuries our family lived in wealth and affluence.


    But even after the Nunnery buildings had disappeared the tradition survived that the wells supplying the establishment had miraculous curative powers. It was no doubt the familiar superstition of the ‘Holy Wells’ that surrounds the remains of many religious buildings of the past, but early in the nineteenth century one of our family tried to cash in on the prevailing boom in medicinal waters. By that time only one of the wells survived, and a strange octagonal building like a dovecot was put up to enclose it. It was advertised in the London newspapers, but St Mary’s had none of the attractions of famous Spa towns like Bath and Harrogate, and the venture fizzled out.


    The place became derelict and almost forgotten until circumstances made it necessary for us to begin to sell our land. The farms were easily sold, but the site of the ancient Nunnery was a problem. The ruined surrounding walls still remained, enclosing about fifteen acres useless for grazing or cultivation on account of the foundations of the buildings still beneath the soil.


    The result, of course, was that the property remained on our hands, but my father, who was then alive, felt that he ought to do something about it.


    The ruins were mentioned in the guide-books and always attracted a few tourists in the summer who were free to go into the well house and drink the water if they wanted to. So my father repainted the old sign-board, cleaned the place up and put a man named Henry Hodder in charge.


    Henry had worked on our land since he was a boy. He was lazy and too fond of drink to be much use, but instead of discharging him, my father gave him a cottage to live in near the well, and allowed him to keep whatever he could collect from chance visitors in return for looking after the place and keeping the well house clean.


    I went in to see him once or twice a year. He was now an old man over seventy, dirtier and blearier than ever, and I never stayed longer than I could help. I never asked how much he collected from visitors, but in the summer it must have been £2 or £3 a week, so with his old-age pension and a free cottage he got along all right.


    Colin wasn’t greatly interested in all this, and if things had happened in a normal way, that would have been the end of it. We should have got back into the car, driven home to the Manor House and our misfortunes would never have happened.


    But it was a fine warm evening. There was time to spare, and as Colin felt much happier outside my car than in it, he suggested walking down the lane to see the well.


    I wonder whether Colin himself ever looks back upon that evening, and thinks what that chance visit was to mean to him? Our way was down a narrow rutted lane bordered by hedgerows so rampant and neglected that in places we had to push our way between them. I was annoyed that Henry had allowed them to become so overgrown and decided to send my gardener down to help him cut them. It was hard going for Colin, but when he had made up his mind to do a thing he never gave it up, and luckily we found a fallen tree-trunk to take a rest on.


    Nor was it very encouraging when we arrived. There was a weedy cobbled yard with some ramshackle old wooden sheds in it; a small chicken run with a few forlorn hens scratching for fleas and the gaunt, octagonal building that housed the well: an incongruous structure of pale brown brick with a broken slate roof. Upon the closed door of the building hung a tattered piece of paper inscribed:


    

      

        WELLS OF ST MARY’SRenowed health giving waters.
Apply at Cottage.
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