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      Chapter One

    


    He was still a little drunk as he came out of the sleeping-car with Ismay and walked along the platform towards the baggage office. And he was still bitter – charged with that searing bitterness which, like an acid, had consumed him, drunk or sober, for the past three weeks. The platform swayed gently beneath his feet; the cold haze of morning that filled the high arches of the station pressed round him like a thick sea mist. He saw nothing. He walked rigidly like a man in a dream. He drew up.


    ‘A cabin trunk,’ he heard Ismay explain, ‘checked in from the London sleeper. The name is Leith.’ The clerk, pulling a pencil from his ear, ran down the list.


    ‘Consigned to the Aureola,’ he said. ‘Right. Slade’s agent is here.’ And without turning his head, he shouted:


    ‘Slade!’


    A man with a mottled face hurried forward, an invoice book clutched to his reefer coat, a finger pointed to the peak of his gilt-badged cap.


    ‘Dr Leith, sir. Yes, sir. You’ll leave everything to me, sir. I’ll meet you with your luggage at the Princes Jetty. Ten o’clock sharp, sir. This here is your voucher.’


    He scribbled on a blue sheet, tore it raggedly, and, looking indeterminately from one to the other, finally offered it to Ismay.


    ‘Sign here, sir. No – on my slip, if you please.’ His nicotined fingernail made a crease on the crinkling paper. ‘Nothing more to come, I suppose?’


    Ismay shook his head, half turned to offer the book to Leith.


    But he thought better of it. As he wrote neatly H. Leith he said to the porter:


    ‘Many people travelling?’


    ‘Eight passengers this trip, sir. A full cabin list. Nice business for Slade Brothers – oh, very nice, sir.’ From his subservient satisfaction he might have been principal shareholder in the company; and with an air even more proprietary he added – producing the title triumphantly: ‘ Lady Fielding and party are travelling, sir.’


    Leith, listening with a set face, moved his hands restlessly in his raincoat pockets and shivered: after the steam heat of the train it was cold upon the draughty platform. He had not slept; his head was numb; the sudden shriek of a departing engine set a nerve twitching in his left cheek.


    ‘For Christ’s sake, Ismay,’ he broke in jerkily, ‘how long are we going to stand here?’


    At once Ismay swung round.


    ‘All right, Harvey, all right,’ he exclaimed in his mild persuasive voice.


    Harvey sneered.


    ‘If you must have your little society gossip, let’s get out of this blasted wind.’


    ‘We’re just moving,’ Ismay said quickly. ‘ This instant.’ He dismissed the porter with a shilling, and as they started off together he pulled out his watch. ‘Nine o’clock. We’ll breakfast at the Adelphi.’


    ‘What do I want with breakfast?’


    Ismay slid his eyes towards his companion, gave him the shadow of a smile.


    ‘Then we’ll kill an hour in the lounge.’


    ‘What do I want with the lounge?’


    Again Ismay smiled, a wry, acquiescent smile. They had emerged from the station into Lime Street, and, on the pavement, swept by a fine drizzle of rain, fronted by smoke-smeared buildings and sluggish clanging trams, environed by all the bleary life of a half-awakened provincial city, Ismay paused.


    ‘Well,’ he remarked in a tone kept carefully reasonable, ‘I don’t know the full resources of Liverpool at this hour. Not wholly exciting, I should imagine. In addition, it appears to be raining. You won’t eat and you won’t sit down. The ship doesn’t sail until ten-thirty. So perhaps you’ll say what you do want.’


    For a moment Leith seemed to contemplate this distantly,with a sort of brooding derision.


    ‘Want,’ he echoed dully, as though scarcely conscious of what he said. ‘ I want to know why the devil I’m here at all.’ He paused, then his eye fell upon the other’s blunt, unconquerably good-natured face.


    ‘Sorry, Ismay,’ he said slowly, moistening his lips, ‘I’m not quite – you see –’ Then his nerves got the better of him and he cried out: ‘For God’s sake don’t stare at me like that. Let’s get to the blasted jetty if we’re going. Anywhere, so long as we keep moving.’


    So they set out to keep moving, steering a course through the wet streets, encompassed by a hurrying stream of elbowing clerks and typists, trudging past opening shops and cafés and offices and squat bounding taxis which invited them in vain. Beside Ismay’s short, well-groomed form, clothed with the dapper opulence of the successful man, Leith’s striding figure struck an arresting, almost painful contrast. He was tall, badly dressed, and spare, with an angular leanness which gave his movements a queer abruptness. His face was very pale, unshaven, the features set to a fine edge as though chiselled. In the fixed harshness of his expression openly displayed there was something burning. It was like a burning contempt of life – bitter, scornful, austere. And yet his wide, dark eyes betrayed him. They were wounded eyes with far-down glinting depths in which a sensitive comprehension lurked and quivered. His brow, too, was fine and high; feeling was there as well as mind. Yes, feeling, the dreadful feeling of despair! For now that mind, cleared by the keen wet air, lay focused to a dreary concentration. Why, he thought over and over again, why am I here? Only doing it because of Ismay; yes, because he stood by me. I don’t want to go. Don’t want to go. Don’t want –


    To be left in peace, to be by myself, to forget – that’s what I want. And above everything to be alone – alone! But he was not alone; nor could he forget: the most irrelevant and trivial distractions drew him back inevitably – painfully. Immediately in front of him two little typists travelling to work with brisk calves were exchanging confidences – loud and coquettish – of their conquests of the previous night; and giggling: tehee, tehee! Snatches of their chatter came drifting back like wafts of a bad air, nauseating him.


    ‘Mine was a nice one, mine was. In drapery, if you please. Least, he said he was. And the band played “ Believe it if you like”.’


    ‘Mine had pimples, rather. But you should have seen his style. Oh, my! Swish wasn’t the name.’


    To him, sunk now in morbid introspection, their simpering, cheaply painted faces, their vapid minds, their weakly, rabbit bodies, endowed grotesquely with the means of propagation, became a sort of nightmare – a clownish symbol of humanity. These, and those like them, he would have benefited. Saved – that was the word; a beautiful, oh, a luscious word. But they wouldn’t be benefited, they wouldn’t be saved, not now. How funny, how damned funny! He wanted to laugh, to stand stock still in the middle of the wet pavement, to throw back his head and laugh and laugh.


    Suddenly Ismay spoke.


    ‘Nearly there now’; and he indicated cheerfully a snatch of the Mersey river seen distantly between two house-roofs which lay below the cobbled street down which they tramped.


    Leith, his head bent, his shoulders hunched, made no answer.


    They went down the hill, past dirty plate-glass windows masking ropes and binnacles and ships’ gear; through a muddle of mean dockside alleys. In five minutes they had reached the Princes Jetty. There, the ubiquitous luggage man awaited and approached them as confidently as if he had known them from birth.


    ‘Tender’s here,’ he declared at once, and, ceasing to rub his hands together, he indicated almost with ownership a small steam tug which gently rose and fell, nosing its fenders against the quay. ‘And your baggage is aboard. All correct, sir. Absolutely all correct.’


    ‘Well,’ said Ismay, moving forward with a tentative air.


    They went aboard, leaving the mottled-faced man obscurely grateful by the gang plank, and, passing forward beyond a massed disorder of trunks and leather bags, suitcases and wrapped-up travelling-rugs, beyond a small group of people staring with the nervous hostility of strangers, they stood silently in the bows.


    The river, gliding without effort, was a cloudy yellow, windless and smooth, yet scored by thin curves where eddies ran; in midstream, anchored at ease, lay steel ships of burden; away to leeward some barges loitered, and always this river flowed towards the sea. Away and outwards towards the sea.


    It was quiet, save for the slapping of the current, the far-off chink of hammers, the soothing rattle of a distant winch, till all at once a ferry, noisy and troubled, shot like a flustered duck towards the farther bank. Then, as in sympathy, the tug whistled and cast off its ropes. They began to sidle from the pier.


    Again Leith shivered, struck by a sense of quitting the land. A rawness rising from the water enwrapped him, mingled with a presentiment so strangely agitating he felt shaken. His eyes, reaching ahead, drew magnetically to the lines of a ship of some three thousand tons, blue-flagged for departure, her dark brown funnel lightly smoking, her shut ports palely glittering in the cold grey light. Dimly he traced the name upon her stern – Aureola. She was small and built for cargo; but a lovely ship, her bow keen, her stern fine, her hull graceful, tense.


    ‘There’s your hooker, then,’ murmured Ismay, breaking his tactful silence at last. ‘Aureola – a lovely name. Aureola!’ He let the syllables slip over his tongue. ‘ Sounds fine. Good omen, too, I’ll be bound.’


    Because he felt the name was lovely and somehow rhythmic, Harvey forced himself to sneer. He gave a hard satiric laugh.


    ‘More uplift, Ismay? A mystical light by the bow and haloes wreathed around the mast. You expect me to come back wearing one. Purified and ready to begin all over again.’ He broke off, sorry already that he had spoken. He was on edge, his nerves overstrung; he needed a drink; yes, that was it, he must have a drink to steady himself. With the cold insight of a scientific mind he admitted his agitation, and placed it to its just cause. But what did it all matter anyway? Finished – everything!


    And yet it was strange, very strange, this sudden queer excitement piercing the dreary oppression of his mind. As the tug drew alongside the Aureola he felt it strike at him again. He stood apart, heedless of the other passengers, of whom vaguely there were four, now disembarking from the tender – a small, stout woman; an oldish, clumsy-looking man; another man, tall, very assiduous and talkative; and a young woman in the background – but he took no notice of them. Climbing the ladder to the deck, he looked round – like a man expectant of something he knows not what. Yet he saw nothing; no one but a steward whom Ismay at once appropriated. Thus the mood broke sharply and fell away from him. He followed Ismay and the steward along the alley-way to the brief row of cabins which constituted the passenger accommodation of the ship, bowed his head, entered his cabin dully. He sat down upon the settee, morosely contemplating the shining white-enamelled cell which must enclose him for the next four weeks.


    Vaguely he heard Ismay talking to the steward; vaguely he saw them go out together. He didn’t care whether they went or stayed. No, no, that was wholly untrue; and above everything – yes, even now – there must be truth. Ismay’s kindness: coming from London like this, arranging the whole dismal business; it was a sign of something far beyond the mere friendship which had linked them at the hospital. Ismay was a good fellow, a little officious perhaps, but that surely was permissible, the prerogative of a successful surgeon.


    Success! He winced from the word and stared at the bunk which he must occupy, a bunk white as a shroud and narrow as a coffin. There had been three coffins, long and black, the coffins of three men borne with all the ghastly panoply of death to the grave. He had never seen these coffins, yet, as he sat, a sound like that of chanting swelled over him in waves, hollow and sepulchral. Wearily he raised his hand to his brow. He had heard no chanting. Never. Was he mad or drunk? His jaw set rigidly. At a sudden sound abruptly he lifted his head. It was Ismay: returning alone, closing the cabin door, looking at him with sudden resolution.


    ‘I’m going now, Harvey. The tender’s just pushing off.’


    ‘You’ve been away a long time,’ said Harvey slowly. ‘Where have you been?’


    There was a short silence.


    ‘Speaking to someone – the steward,’ said Ismay at length. ‘Explaining about your – your breakdown.’


    Harvey stared at him fixedly.


    ‘You will try, Harvey,’ went on Ismay quickly. ‘You promise me you’ll try.’


    ‘Try what? I told you I’d stopped trying. Let someone else have a stab at the trying. I’m done with it.’


    ‘But listen; nobody believes – oh, I’m tired of telling you – every decent man knows –’


    ‘What do they know?’ Harvey cried bitterly. ‘Nothing. The whole blasted brigade.’ The nerve in his cheek began to work again painfully, excitedly; he went on with savage mimicry: ‘Take the coloured water three times a day. Come and see me next Tuesday. Yes, dear lady, two guineas, if you please. Swine – the lot of them ignorant, greedy, self-sufficient swine.’


    ‘But look –’


    ‘Stamping along their measly little ruts. Snouts in the muck of ignorance. Rooting the same patch. Year in, year out. Blind to truth. On and on. Blind.’


    A supplicating note ran into Ismay’s voice:


    ‘But hang it all, man, be reasonable. There’s yourself – your future. You must think of it. You must.’


    ‘Future?’


    ‘A brilliant future.’


    ‘Who said so?’


    ‘I said so. And you know it. For God’s sake don’t smash up that, Harvey.’


    ‘It is smashed. Smashed to bits. And the bits belong to me. I’ll do what I damned well like with them.’


    ‘Can’t you think of humanity then?’ cried Ismay. ‘ Sneer if you like. I will put it like that. I know you’ll do great work. I feel it. You’ve got it in you just – oh, just as Pasteur had. I’m positive. Don’t let yourself go to pieces like this. It’s too horrible.’


    Carried away by his feeling, he bent forward and said again entreatingly: ‘Can’t you think of humanity?’


    ‘Humanity!’ Harvey burst into a loud, derisive laugh. ‘ I hate every son of a bitch who ever had the belly-ache.’


    There was a pause filled by a quiet sound of feet on the deck above; then all at once Ismay awkwardly discovered his own emotion. He let his attitude relax, forced the anxiety from his face.


    ‘I’ll say no more, then,’ he declared in his ordinary voice. ‘ I’m going now. But I know you too well to have any fear. All that you need is this breathing-space. Four weeks – it isn’t much. But it’s enough. I’ve got faith, you see. Perhaps I know you better than you know yourself.’


    ‘You know, do you?’ sneered Harvey. ‘My God!’


    There was another pause: Ismay held out his hand.


    ‘Good-bye.’


    ‘Good-bye,’ said Harvey shortly; he hesitated, then added slowly, with averted head and a sort of laconic compunction, ‘And thanks.’


    ‘It’ll be good to have you back,’ said Ismay. ‘ Back and ready to begin again.’ He smiled his dry, reassuring smile; then the door closed behind him and he was gone.


    Back – ready to begin again? Sitting there alone as Ismay had left him, he had the rushing conviction that he would never begin again. But what did it matter, anyway? That was all past, finished, done with; and in the meantime he wanted a drink, wanted it so badly he felt the moisture run into his mouth in reflex to the thought. Strange how alcohol had helped him. It was a drug, and as such he recognised it – a useful drug which he had applied deliberately to his own condition, blunting the edge of his suffering, dulling the quivering agony of his mind. Dispassionately he studied the question. He was no drunkard. He was a scientist, bound to no banal moral code, admitting no virtue but truth – that truth which he had always sought – impervious to the stupid, the obvious, and the orthodox, demanding the freedom to arrange his destiny according to his will. It was a lucid thought and not without a certain bitter comfort.


    He remained quite still, craving to drink, feeling the fine tremor of his fingers run into his arms in spasms of nervous irritation. But oddly, with a fierce and introverted grimness, he withheld the moment of his deliverance. He would drink when the ship got under way, but not before. And so he sat waiting; waiting for the ship’s departure.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    The ship, too, seemed waiting. In the waist, the cargo hatches lay secured, tarpaulined and in sea shape. Beyond, at the donkey engine, two men in blue jerseys stood alert, shrouded by a coil of hissing steam. In the bows the boatswain fingered his whistle, and by the gangway Hamble, the purser, hung about, dusting the lapels of his monkey-jacket, caressing his small moustache, fiddling at his stringy black tie, all with a sort of nervous anticipation.


    The tender had long ago stood off. On the bridge deck, gazing intently towards the quay, there was firmly planted a short man in uniform who now, without moving his head, hailed the bridge. At once the siren sounded – a long and mournful note, repeated and again repeated. At the same second a swift moving shape darted from the dull background of the docks towards the ship. On it came, an open motor-launch, impelled to speed by the siren’s troubled moaning, threshing a curving wake with every indication of despatch. In three minutes it bumped alongside.


    Beyond the rich baggage which it contained and the waterman – plainly distressed to be involved in the supreme disaster of a ship’s delay – the launch held three passengers.


    And now they came on board.


    Daines-Dibdin, a long, rangy, senile gentleman with a monocle embedded in his eye, came first. He was a reddish, withered gentleman, but he was, in his preserved way, utterly immaculate and well bred. He stood, at a glance, for the correct thing, and there was about him a perennial aspect and a certain doltish inevitability as though one day he might use Bond Street as his highway and the next, with a fresh shave and serene stupidity, the middle of the Sahara.


    Breathing heavily, he reached the deck and turned to assist the others – a woman and a girl – now clambering up the gangway. At that moment Harvey, chafing at the delay, flung open his cabin door. His brooding eye, arrested suddenly, fastened on the scene of the arrival: the formal reception, Hamble’s deference, the rapid attention to the baggage, the agitated scurrying of the stewardess, the unusual stir created. With cold detachment he noticed these evidences of social consequence, and a moment later, as the two women advanced along the deck, he inspected them stonily.


    The elder was tall, with a full and elegant figure, a languid air, and a manner so completely assured it aroused unreasonably a sort of irritation. Perhaps it was Elissa Baynham’s manner which had irritated two husbands through the divorce courts. Perhaps not. Certainly, at thirty-two, she was physically quite magnificent. But it was a careless magnificence. Only a tenth part of her mind seemed occupied by external affairs – a tiresome business! – the remainder was concentrated upon herself. If her face showed no animation it was because she had now decided that the situation was unworthy of her attention. Yet her expression was striking – faintly challenging and, now that her features were in repose, arrogant, almost sullen. She was handsome in her vivid way. She had a dashing colour, her eyes were splendid, her mouth wide, her teeth strong and white.


    Beside her the girl seemed strangely young; that, indeed, was the quality in Mary Fielding which instantly possessed the eye; though she was twenty-five, she looked, at times, no more than fifteen years. She was of medium height, her figure slender, small-boned, and light. Her hands and feet were small, her face both eager and alive. Her hair, of a deep rich brown, was worn short, falling away from a wide forehead; her teeth were small and perfect; her eyes blue, with irises circled curiously by much darker rings; and very deep they were – brimming with light that seemed upon the edge of darkness. Though there were moments when those eyes could hold a strangely puzzled sadness, now they were dancing – singularly gay. She was dressed quite carelessly in brown tweed clothes that hung about her in some disarray.


    They drew near. And, preparatory to their passing, Harvey pointedly averted his gaze. It was then that Mary Fielding saw him.


    She gave a little gasp; her face went quite pale; and into the brightness of her eyes there flashed a look both joyful and afraid. She hesitated, made to stop. And then, lifting his head, his gaze met hers. He did not know her, had never in his life seen her before. He stared at her in stony and complete unrecognition.


    At that her eyes fell. Again deep within her she felt frightened, terribly frightened, and yet glad. Her face was still white as she walked forward with Elissa. Out of the corner of his eye Harvey observed them enter their cabins, which, with a cold indifference, he saw to be adjoining his own.


    The doors closed; he forgot about it all. Wearily he turned and leant against a stanchion. A bell rang sharply from the bridge, then rang again; a muffled throbbing stirred inside the ship, which pulsed as with the awakening of life. He felt the vessel slowly move and, like a man released by a sudden signal, he swung abruptly round.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    He stepped into his cabin, flung himself upon the settee, and immediately pressed the bell. He waited; then with a sudden impatience he rang the bell again. Violently. In a moment the steward entered, flurried and apologetic, sweating from his haste. He was a little fat man, bald on top of his head, with brown bulbous eyes that popped out of his round face above the whiteness of his short drill jacket.


    ‘What’s your name?’ asked Leith abruptly.


    ‘Trout, sir.’


    ‘You thought twice about answering the bell, Trout.’


    ‘Very sorry, sir. I’ve been extra busy with the luggage. You see, sir, Lady Fielding just came aboard now. And I had to look slippy of a sudden. Sir Michael Fielding – her husband – is a big man with Slade Brothers. Large interests in the company he has, sir.’


    ‘Fielding?’ said Harvey. ‘You mean the specimen with the monocle?’


    Trout looked deprecatingly at his cracked boots, rubbed his moist palms along the shiny seams of his blue serge trousers.


    ‘Sir Michael is not travelling, sir. You might mean the Honourable Daines-Dibdin, intending no offence. An oldish gentleman, sir, but very classy, as you would say. He came aboard with her ladyship and Mrs Baynham.’


    Harvey looked gloomily at the steward’s bald head.


    ‘I’ve got no title, Trout. And no influence with the company. But I’ve got a devil of a thirst. So fetch me a bottle of whisky. And look sharp about it.’


    There was a pause during which the steward’s eyes remained irresolutely upon his boots. Then he said:


    ‘Yes, sir,’ in a constrained voice, as though the words came from those very boots; and he turned and went out.


    The satire faded from Harvey’s face, and, raising himself, he gazed through the square glass port. Why had he bullied the steward? It wasn’t like him to do that. A dark melancholy flowed into his eyes as he stared at the blurred river-bank slipping past like a grey veil unwound slowly across the screen of his sight. Life slipped past now in just such a fashion. Remote, empty, meaningless.


    He moved uneasily, gritted his teeth. Why did the fellow not come? Was he never coming? He waited with quivering nerves, then on an impulse he jumped up and flung out of the cabin. The deck, swept now by the freshening wind of the estuary, was deserted as he crossed to the companion, descended, and entered the saloon. It was a small place, but very bright and clean, panelled in white wood, the floor covered by a Turkey carpet, the shining mahogany of the long fixed table splashed by a pot of blazing geranium. And seated in the corner with his boots upon the cushions was a very big man of about sixty with a large square-cropped grey head on which his bowler hat reposed at an angle both rakish and profound. He was ugly, his eyebrows mere grey tufts, one ear a flattened wreck, but over all his seamed and battered face there lay a look of jaunty affability. He wore a very shiny blue serge suit, much too small and much too shabby. And yet he carried that shabbiness adventurously. The tight short trousers upon his bulky legs gave him quite a dashing air; his neck-tie bore a large imitation pearl pin; and his linen was clean – at least in parts. There he sat composedly, and in his knobby, enormous hands he gravely held a certain volume with a paper back. As Harvey entered he lowered the book, over which his lips had moved, looked across the steel-rimmed spectacles on his broken nose, and in a seductive Irish voice remarked:


    ‘Good mornin’ to you.’


    ‘Morning.’ Harvey sank into a chair, rang the bell, and began nervously to drum his fingers upon his knees. In a moment the table steward entered.


    ‘Steward,’ said Harvey in a controlled voice, ‘ I ordered some whisky to be sent to my cabin – No.7. Send it up, will you? In the meantime bring me a brandy and soda.’


    At once the steward’s face exhibited an ill-concealed embarrassment.


    ‘Dr Leith, sir,’ he hesitated. ‘No. 7?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘I’m sorry, sir. The bar is closed.’


    ‘Closed?’


    The steward bent over and lowered his voice with awkward, too obvious tact.


    ‘Closed to you, sir. The captain’s orders through Mr Hamble, the purser.’


    Harvey’s fingers ceased their drumming; he sat quite still, transfixed by the unexpectedness of the reply. Then his lips drew to a narrow line.


    ‘I see,’ he murmured to himself. ‘I see.’


    Dimly he felt the two men watching him; dimly he saw the steward slip out of the saloon; but he gave no heed. Ismay, of course, had done this – Ismay, priding himself upon his friendship, his influence, his ability to arrange the universe, had interviewed the captain – oh, it was maddening.…


    Suddenly the man in the corner spoke.


    ‘Do ye know, now,’ he said – and unexpectedly his battered face was illumined by a friendly grin – ‘ they’re cranky, some of these skippers, cranky as a cracked payanna. Sure, if I was you, I wouldn’t be gettin’ up in the air about sich a thing one way or t’other.’ He paused, but, though Harvey gave no sign of having heard, with undiminished gusto he went on: ‘ I saw ye in the tinder comin’ off. Me name’s Corcoran. Jimmy Corcoran. It’s a name well beknown, up and down, off and on.’ Again he paused naively, his good ear expectantly advanced, as if to hear some confirmation of his repute; then he added:


    ‘Heavy-weight champeen of the North in ’ 88. The only man that went the length with cracky Joe Crotty. Might have been a world beater if I hadn’t bruk me leg. Faith, there’s many’s the one knows Jimmy Corcoran, and all about him. Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, never a rich man and never a thief, that’s Jimmy C., always in form wherever he be’s. And always in trouble, like the Drury Lane lady. Them’s me ould mother’s words – the finest woman, rest her soul, that ever came out of Tralee in the Kingdom of Kerry.’ He sighed gently, pulled a metal snuff-box from his waistcoat pocket, tapped it with reminiscent sentiment, and took a generous pinch. Then, holding out his book, he enquired artlessly, ‘Did ye ever read Playto? Well, well, he’s the boy that knew which was what. He’s took me through some queer spots off and on. A great boy was Playto. You should read him, young fella, if you’re not too busy.’


    Harvey made no reply. He scarcely realised that he had been addressed. With a fixed expression he stood up, turned, and walked out of the saloon. He ascended the companion, made his way to the bridge deck. Here the chart-house and the captain’s quarters faced him, set solidly beneath the bridge, and through an open doorway he saw the captain writing at a baize-covered table. He gathered himself, knocked upon the door which stood hooked back, and entered the cabin.


    Captain Renton looked up sharply. He was a little bantam-cock of a man with frosty eyes and a chin: his short, fairish hair, turning grey in patches, had a strangely piebald look; his monkey-jacket, worn too small, gave his figure an air of tautness; his whole attitude was spry, uncompromising, and direct. Before him on the panelled bulkhead was a crayon portrait of Nelson, whom he had once been told that he resembled and for whose memory he had an inordinate regard.


    ‘Well, sir,’ he exclaimed immediately; then added: ‘I hope you see that I’m engaged?’


    ‘My name is Leith,’ said Harvey in a hard voice. ‘I’ve got something to ask you.’


    ‘You must ask another time, Dr Leith. Give me an hour. The pilot’s still on the bridge. I’m always busy when I sail.’


    A spot of colour worked itself into the greyness of Harvey’s cheek, but he made no sign to go.


    ‘You’ve given orders to the steward –’


    ‘I give what orders I choose in my own ship, Dr Leith.’


    There was a pause, during which the two looked at each other; in Harvey’s eyes was hidden a singular distress.


    ‘I’d like to indicate,’ he said at last in a laboured tone, ‘that it’s against all reason to cut me off short at a second’s notice. I know what I’m talking about.’


    ‘No doubt, Dr Leith,’ answered Renton crisply. ‘But I’m the person who does the talking here. And I’ve talked with your friend, Mr Ismay. Desperate cases require desperate remedies. You’ll not touch a drop in my ship. You may as well make up your mind to it. I dare say you’ll thank me when we get back.’


    The colour died out of Harvey’s face and his lip twitched with the bitterness of his thoughts.


    ‘I see,’ he cried. ‘I’m to be saved. To come back with the halo. In spite of myself. Good God! It’s too funny for words. Long live humanity. Love one another and be kind. They’ve kicked me into the bloody pit and now they’re going to bloody well kick me out of it.’


    The captain turned his eyes away, stared at the drawing upon the bulkhead opposite, then let his gaze wander back to Leith. As he spoke he tapped the table gently with his pen.


    ‘You’ve had a bad time. I’m aware of it,’ he said in a quiet, altered voice. ‘ Yes, a bad time. If I may say it, you have my sympathy.’


    ‘I don’t want your sympathy,’ Harvey said savagely; then he stopped. His face quivered and hardened; without a word he swung round; pushed through the open doorway. Already he felt ill; his head throbbed with a heavy pulse; the daylight stabbed his jaded eyeballs; a deadly wave of weakness flowed into him. He swallowed down his sickness and entered his cabin. There, standing rigid and intense, he seemed as in a vision to see the impotence of all life and to feel dumbly the wretchedness of his own. As he flung himself upon his bunk a low sound broke from his lips that was like a sob.


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    In the next cabin a man and a woman were praying, standing together in the narrow space, with hands clasped and faces uplifted, linked by the ardour of their spiritual communion.


    He was about thirty, of a fine upstanding figure, an imposing presence, well dressed in a grey square-shouldered suit, dark, deep-chinned, and handsome, with a full lip, a humid eye, and a nostril that could curl with eloquence. His hands were white and smooth, moving at times – responsive to his happy fervour. He it was who prayed aloud in a sonorous voice coloured not unpleasantly by an American accent.


    ‘And give to our mission, dear Lord,’ he went on earnestly, ‘all blessings and all benisons. Let the light be shown in these benighted islands where there is darkness and many are lost – ah – roaming in the wilderness, ignorant of the true word of the Seventh Day Unity. Suffer us, Thy servants Robert and Susan Tranter, to be Thy instruments of grace. Be with us, Saviour. Be with us. Favour Thy servant Robert with a fuller knowledge of the foreign tongue. Vouchsafe to Thy servant Susan continued strength and purity of soul. Be with us, Saviour, oh, be with us, we beseech Thee. Give us fortitood to withstand sickness, temptation, and the scoffing of unbelievers. Let us follow after charity and desire spiritual gifts, and above all let us remember that all things are possible in Him who strengtheneth us.’


    When he had concluded she said aloud, ‘Amen’; then in the same quiet tone she added, her face holding a warmth which enriched her words: ‘And please, O Lord, let my brother Robert’s health improve, for Jesus’ sake. Amen.’


    She was not so tall as her brother, nor was she as handsome. Her figure was too solid, rather disproportioned, her hands large, her ankles generous; her nose was blunt, mildly upturned; her cheeks wore a fresh scrubbed look; yet the face, though plain, held a singular candour. Her eyes perhaps expressed her honesty; they were brown, small, but very bright; bright with a twin devotion – to her God and to her Robbie.


    There was a moment’s silence, then, suddenly relaxed, they looked across and smiled, as people do who love each other.


    ‘I guess I’ll tuck into my unpacking now, Robbie,’ she said at length. ‘Guess I better not leave that till it blows.’


    She was an indifferent sailor; when, two weeks ago, they had crossed a turbulent Atlantic she had shown a lamentable lack of equipoise. Even now he wagged his head jocosely at the memory.


    ‘No basins this trip though, Susie girl. Not a one. Believe me, with the Lord’s help we’re going to have it calm as Galilee after the storm. And it’s not that long. I figure it’s seven days to Las Palmas – where we lay up one day. One more to Orotava, and say another to Santa Cruz. Gee! It’s nothing, Sue, to a hardened vessel like yourself.’ He sat down upon the settee and, without crossing his legs, placed his hands upon his knees, watching her with affectionate regard as she drew out and began to unstrap her trunk. ‘You know, sis,’ he went on reflectively, ‘I’ve got a hunch we’ll strike a rich vein of salvation out there in Santa Cruz. The vine is heavy within the vineyard – that’s the Rev Hiram McAtee’s own words; he wrote me a real letter; he’s one good man, he sure is, and I did set value on his brotherly greeting and encouragement. But there’s no doubt, sister, the time is ripe now. The revolution has produced enormous change. In Spain – mother country, as you might say, of these islands – the old order is tottering to its fall. As I wrote to the Rev Hiram, this surely is the living moment to advance the genuine word of God in that special field.’


    She had not really been attentive, but she knew his periods, and now, as he drew breath, looked up with her responsive smile.


    ‘I’m right glad to work with you anywhere, Robbie. And it’s a big thing for me to know that the climate is going to build up your health. Did you remember to take your extract this morning?’


    He nodded his head magnanimously.


    ‘Of course there will be prejudice. And there is the language. But we’ll put it across, Sue. We’ve done it before and we’ll do it again. I guess Santa Cruz isn’t any different from Okeville. Personality counts in business anywhere. Good enough. I’ll say it counts double in the biggest business deal in life. And that, Sue, is putting over the word of God.’ His eye glistened; his hands moved; for all his hyperbole there lay a passionate conviction behind his words. And the glistening eyes kindled as he saw himself, virile servant of his Saviour, missioner of the Seventh Day Unit of Connecticut, spreading the word of God in Santa Cruz, saving the precious souls of a sin-steeped Spanish population. ‘Already we’ve met kindness, Sue,’ he went on after a moment. ‘It’s auspicious. The captain raised no objection to the harmonium standing in the saloon. I put it to him as simple man to man. “We’ll pay the freight, captain,” says I outright. “We’re no pikers. But I don’t want my sister’s instrument harmed in the hold. It’s collapsible and small. And between us we prize it more nor a genu-wine Stradivarius.”’


    ‘Maybe you might take service Sunday, Robbie,’ suggested Susan. ‘It would come pretty handy in the saloon.’


    ‘Maybe, maybe. Anyway, things have started real favourable.’ He glanced round the cabin. ‘I’m just sore you didn’t manage a cabin to yourself, Sue. It’s kind of raw for you rooming it with a stranger.’


    ‘I don’t trouble, Robbie. The main thing is you’re fixed right.’


    ‘You haven’t seen the lady, sister? A Mistress Hemmingway, wasn’t it, they told us? English – bound back for Santa Cruz, where she’s lived a big number of years. If a Christan, she might have influence.’


    No sooner had he spoken than the cabin door swung open and without warning a stout little woman with a red face launched herself in from the breezy deck.


    ‘’Streuth,’ she gasped, ‘what a gyle! It would knock the pins from the twelve apostles.’ She arranged her skirt with a certain volatility. ‘Sancta Maria, it’s too much of the mucho – drove the blood right into my ’ead.’ And patting her left breast sympathetically, as though to encourage her heart to draw the blood back again, she stood striving to regain her wind.


    She was fat, was Eliza Hemmingway, so fat her breadth seemed almost to exceed her stature; the depth, indeed, of her advancing bosom so reduced the cabin space that Robert found himself retreating defensively against the farther bulkhead. Her face was shrewd, hard-favoured; her eyes bright black beads; her cheeks plump and shiny; her forehead squat, rather like a toad’s; her expression, in consequence, a strange mixture of the bold, the cheerful, and the malicious. Her hair was dark and oily, very profuse. Upon her upper lip a few stray roots sprouted unashamedly, emphasising her air of spirited effrontery. She was draped in clothes of a lively plum shade, and around her neck, suspended, was a black handbag which gaped upon her bosom like a pelican’s pouch.


    Tranter stared at her with extreme distrust.


    ‘Would you care to sit down, ma’am?’ he said at length, doubtfully indicating the settee.


    She shook her head till the earrings rattled, eased her corsets with a tug, then with an impulsive movement went forward and spread herself largely upon the lower bunk.


    ‘Carajo coño, that’s better,’ she declared, pointing her native cockney with the Spanish idiom. ‘ Come up the ladder too ’asty, I did. ’Aving a small pow-wow and a drop of brown with the wardress – meanin’ the stewardess.’


    A chill seemed to fall upon the cabin for almost a minute, then with a sort of uneasy politeness Robert said:


    ‘I had hoped, ma’am, my sister Susan might have the lower berth. She’s a kind of poor sailor and she’d feel the roll much more up top there.’


    Mother Hemmingway wrinkled up her squat brow and grinned like a ferret.


    ‘’Oo finds keeps,’ she quoted slyly. ‘’Oo loses – you know the rest, mister. ’Ere I am and ’ere I stye. Why didn’t you swipe it before I come in? I respects your ’on’able request. I respects your feelings as a brother. I’m heart-broke for Susan. But it’s age before honesty these dyes. So it’s up aloft for Susannah, and ’ere below for the elders. Carajo coño, and by Jesu-Maria, I only ’ ope and pray she won’t sick down on me.’


    There was a stricken silence intensified to horror as Mother Hemmingway slipped her fat ringed hand into her open bag, drew out a small brown cigar, struck a match on the side of the bunk, and nonchalantly lit up.


    ‘Carajo,’ she went on coolly, pursing her lips to a small round hole from which trickled a thin thread of smoke. ‘ It brings a smile to my fyce to get back on the briny. Yes, mister. I’m all agog for the islands. Blymed funny, though. There’s dyes in Santa I’m that mucho longin’ for Wapping, I’d give fifty peseta for a sniff of the pubs on a foggy night. ’ Uman weakness – ’ome, sweet ’ome, you see – like you blubs w’en you ’ears Melbar on the phonograph. But, by Cristo, w’en I am ’ome I’d give five ’undred peseta to be hout of it.’


    ‘You live, then, in Santa Cruz?’ said Robert stiffly; only for his sister’s sake did he feel himself constrained to conversation.


    ‘Thirty year come next Ascension Dye,’ answered Mother Hemmingway with a reflective wave of her cigar. ‘My ’ usband, blast ’is mem’ry, was master of the Christopher – little coasting barque – five ’undred tons – guano tryde. I can smell ’ er as I lies ’ere on this bunk. Thirty years come next Ascension Dye ’e went on the lush roundin’ Teneriffe like ’e ’ ad the playful little ’abit. Lost ’is course and lost ’is bleedin’ ship. Run ’er on the Anaga rocks, slap-bang like that, and sunk ’er to the bottom of the deep blue sea. ’E’d ’ave sunk me too if ’e’d’ad ’is dyin’ wish. Out of spite, you see. But I done a Crusoe on ’im. The only one syved from the wreck, like Corney Grain used ter sing. That’s ’ow I come to ’it Santa Cruz. And, Madre de Dios, come to think on it, that’s’ow I styed.’


    ‘You have certainly acclimatised yourself, ma’am,’ said Robert uncomfortably. ‘Do you find the Spanish people agreeable?’


    ‘Tyke as you find,’ replied the other complacently. ‘ I can’t sye I likes and I can’t sye I ’ates. They’re ’uman, ain’t they? And they ain’t all Spaniolas on the islands. You’ll see every colour of ’ide from a full buck negro to an ’alfw’ite blonde. But wot’s the odds? I think on the proverb: We’re all alike under our skins. And I love my coloured brother just the syme. That’s gospel, that is, in the Book, strike me blind. ’Ooever comes to my plyce gets fair word and no favour.’


    ‘You are in business, then,’ queried Robert stiffly, ‘in Santa Cruz?’


    ‘I’m in business, señor. I just keep a little hanky-panky towny place.’


    Susan, in her corner, had been silent, studying the other woman’s face, but now she asked almost wonderingly:


    ‘What kind of a place, ma’am, do you keep?’


    Mother Hemmingway knocked her ash to the floor and spat a shred of leaf sideways from her tongue. Then she turned, compassed Susan with her knowing bead-like eye, and smiled with her lips.


    ‘A kind of an ’otel it would be, dearie. Very simple. Bed and breakfast – odds and hends in that line. Nothing flash. Just a plyne goddam honest business.’


    There came a silence, then Susan, inhaling unexpectedly a breath of smoke-filled air, began suddenly to cough. It was a momentary spasm but, accentuated by a vague preliminary undulation of the ship, it recalled Tranter’s attention to the odious business of the cigar. When he had given Susan a glass of water from the carafe on the tip-up stand, he cleared his throat uncomfortably and said with some earnestness:


    ‘I trust, ma’am, you are not going to resent my words. We are Christian people, myself and my sister, missioners of the Seventh Day Unity of Connecticut, and we do not hold with the use of tobacco, especially in the case of females. And more. You see, my sister cannot stand the odour of the weed. With this in mind, might I beg you, in the name of Christian charity, to withhold from smoking in the cabin during this present voyage?’


    Mother Hemmingway’s jaw dropped; she stared at Robert; then all at once she began to laugh. She laughed with a secret convulsive merriment which shook her fat body – as in the contortions of a terrific grief – like a blancmange agitated by an earthquake. She declared at length:


    ‘That’s blymed funny. Mucho richo, señor. Thanks for the caracajada. Beats the bleedin’ band. Wye, don’t yer know, charity begins at ’ ome. ’Ere,’ she tapped her still quivering bosom. ‘ Wye, I punishes an ’undred cigars a month – my own brand – Perfecto ’Emmingway – made special at Las Palmas. Might as well ask me to give up my gyme of w’ist. No, mister, I wouldn’t stop my seegarillos if you offered me salvation on a plyte.’


    Robert flushed richly, but before he could reply Susan interposed.


    ‘It’s no good, Robbie,’ she said, aside. ‘Let her be. I’ll manage.’


    Mother Hemmingway caught up the words.


    ‘Of course she’ll manage. Me and ’er’ll be bosom pals when the ship gets into Santa.’ She darted an oblique glance at Robert from beneath her bulging forehead. ‘You’re good-lookin’, mister. But you want to see the joke. Sabe. Laugh and grow fat.’


    Again Tranter made to speak, but he looked at her and thought the better of it. He turned instead to Susan and, his colour still high, remarked self-consciously:


    ‘I guess I’ll get round to my cabin. Reckon I might put through an hour’s study before we eat.’


    She nodded her head, pressed his hand understandingly as he opened the cabin door and with his head in the air stepped out.


    On deck it was cold, and the wind blew with force, striking gratefully on his heated face. The estuary now lay behind, the land likewise a thin elusive blur upon the ship’s port quarter. Soon he felt calmer – it was typical of his emotional nature that he would cool as quickly as he flushed – and with a step again springy he swung into the alley-way towards his cabin on the starboard side. As he did so, Mrs Baynham entered the passage from the opposite end, her tall figure trimmed to the breeze, which already had whipped a fine blood to her cheeks. He stood aside, hat in hand, to let her pass, and as she brushed by him in the narrow alley he said suavely:


    ‘Good morning.’


    It was, he knew, no more than courtesy: and courtesy had its roots in Christian charity.


    But she did not even look at him. Her big sulky eyes seemed fixed upon infinity. Then she turned at the corner and was gone, leaving a queer uneasiness about him and a tenuous fragrance which vanished instantly upon the breeze. He stood still, quite unusually upset by this rebuff following so closely upon the other; then he moved off slowly. It was the wind, he thought, his face downcast; she couldn’t have heard. And, only half reassured, still thinking of her look, rather unhappily he entered his cabin.


  

    

      Chapter Five

    


    The ship was slapping into the Irish Sea, the bugle had blown, and with one exception the passengers met together at lunch and seated themselves at table with the captain. The Aureola was at heart a cargo ship – often the phrase banana boat was levelled with derisory intent – but not to Captain Renton. To Peter Renton she was a ship, a sweet taut ship, and he that trim ship’s master. For he had a deep instinctive understanding of the sea and a rare sense of that dignity which, he held, should vest those who seek it out. His own kin for years had followed the sea; he knew their histories and the histories of others more eminent than they. He had served his time in sailing-ships, and known the rigours of the South-West Passage. His library held books on famous mariners, on Nelson, whom he revered. And when the spirit took him he would speak with kindling eye of these great men and their connection with the islands where he coasted: of Columbus sailing from Gomera to discover America for Spain, of the assault on Las Pahnas by Drake and Hawkins, of Nelson losing an arm at Santa Cruz, and Trowbridge battering his way through the Plaza de la Iglesia when all – beside the Spanish treasure – seemed lost.


    That was the man and this his method: with an autocrat’s eye and tongue he kept his vessel fit, ran it to a proper order even to the niceties of his table – which he held to mark the standing of a gentleman. At table, in his phrase, he liked things so: the napery spotless, the glass gleaming, the cutlery ashine, a fresh flowering plant to soothe the eye. And, though his officers messed aft, he had his whim, fostered by a social sense, to dine with his passengers.


    ‘A captain is a lonely man,’ he would say, ‘and this his compensation.’ And again: ‘To a point my passengers are my guests.’


    At this moment, critically eating his omelette, he sent his scrutiny round the table. Lady Fielding was on his right; and next to her, stiffly upright, Daines-Dibdin, whom he classified already as an ass. Then came Mrs Baynham, a d——d fine woman, he thought, but a devil to go; and Tranter, the missionary man, a dull effusive fellow – he had never liked the Yankees: his grandfather had been shot running the blockade on the S.S. Alabama – but sincere, at least, he felt. Upon his left sat Susan Tranter, of whom, despite his prejudice, he vaguely approved; she had a queer directness in her face which pleased him. And next to her a vacant chair, which made him frown. Then came Corcoran, whom he had met on shore – a little matter anent the easing of the passage money! – and whom be couldn’t help but like. And finally, as far to leeward as he could arrange – she had sailed with him before – the vulgar bulk of Mother Hemmingway.
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