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  ADVENTURES OF A BLACK BAG




  





  1. Finlay’s Drastic Cure




  Often, when Finlay felt himself in need of exercise after a long day’s driving in the gig, he would walk in the evening to the Lea Brae.




  At this period, before successful burghers started dotting its summit with their bandbox villas, it was a favourite walk, approached from Levenford by a gentle incline and sweeping steeply

  westwards to the Firth.




  From the top the view was superb. On a still summer evening with the sun sinking behind Ardfillan hills, the wide water of the estuary below, and the faint haze of a steamer’s smoke

  mellowing the far horizon, it was a place to stir the soul.




  Yet for Finlay it was ruined by Sam Forrest and his wheeled chair.




  Up Sam would come, red-faced, bulging with fat, lying back on the cushions like a lord, with poor Peter Lennie panting and pushing at the chair behind him.




  Then at the top, while Peter gasped and wiped the sweat from his brow, Sam would majestically relinquish the little metal steering rod, pull a plug from his pocket, bite enormously, and,

  mouthing his quid like a great big ox, would gaze solemnly, not at the view, but at the steep hill beneath, as though to say: ‘Here, my friends! Here was the place where the awful thing

  happened!’




  It all went back a matter of five long years.




  Then Peter Lennie was a spry young fellow of twenty-seven, very modest and obliging, proprietor of the small general stores in College Street which – not without a certain daring timidity

  – he had named Lennie’s Emporium.




  In fiction the convention exists that meek little men have large, domineering wives, but in reality it is seldom so. And Retta Lennie was as small, slight, and unassertive as her husband.




  In consequence, in business they were often ‘put upon’. But for all that, things went pretty well, the future was opening out nicely, and they lived comfortably with their two

  children in a semi-detached house out Barloan way, which is a genteel quarter to which tradesmen in Levensford aspire.




  Now, in Peter Lennie, the humble little counter-jumping tradesman, there lurked unsuspected longings for adventure. There were moments when, lying reflectively in bed with Retta of a Sunday

  morning, he would stare frowningly at the ceiling and suddenly declare – while Retta looked at him admiringly:




  ‘India!’ (or it might be China). ‘There’s a place we ought to see some day!’




  Perhaps it was this romantic boldness which led to the purchase of the tandem bicycle, for though at that moment the craze for ‘a bicycle built for two’ was at its height, in the

  ordinary way Peter would never have done anything so rash.




  But buy the tandem he did, a shining instrument of motion, a wicked pneumatic-tyred machine, which cost a mint of good money, and which, being uncrated, caused Retta to gasp incredulously:




  ‘Oh, Peter!’




  ‘Get about on it,’ he remarked, trying to speak nonchalantly. ‘See places. Easy!’




  It was, however, not quite so easy. There was, for instance, the difficulty of Retta’s bloomers. She was a modest little woman was Retta, and it cost Peter a week of solid argument and

  persuasion before he could coax his wife into the light of day in these fashionable but apparently improper garments.




  Peter himself wore a Norfolk jacket, the belt rather gallantly unbuckled so that, even merely wheeling the tandem, it gave him a terribly professional air. Then, being competently clothed, Peter

  and Retta set out to master the machine.




  They practised shyly, towards dusk, in the quiet lanes around Barloan, and they fell off in an amusing way quite a lot.




  Oh! It was great fun. Retta, in her bloomers, was extremely fetching; Peter liked to lift her up as, red-cheeked and giggling, she sprawled gracefully in the dust.




  They had their courtship all over again. And when finally, defying all laws of gravitation, they spun round Barloan Toll without a single wobble, they agreed that never before had life been so

  thrilling for them both.




  Peter, significantly producing a newly purchased road map, decided that on Sunday they would have their first real run.




  It dawned fine that Sunday; the sky was open and the roads were dry. They set off, Peter bowed dauntlessly over the front handlebars, Retta manfully pedalling her weight behind. They bowled down

  the High Street, conscious of admiring, yes, even of envious stares.




  Ting-a-ling, ting-ting, went their little bell. A great moment. Ting-a-ling, ting-ting! They swung left – steady, Retta, steady – over the bridge; put their backs into the Knoxhill

  ascent, then dipped over the crest of the Lea Brae.




  Down the Brae they went, faster, faster. The wind whistled past them. Never had flight been swifter than this.




  It was great, it was glorious, but, heavens! It was awful quick! Far, far quicker than either had bargained for.




  From a momentary exaltation, Retta turned pale.




  ‘Brake, Peter, brake!’ she shrieked.




  Nervously he jammed on the brakes, the tandem shuddered, and Retta nearly went over his head. At that he lost his wits completely, loosed the brake altogether, and tried to get his feet out of

  the pedal clips.




  The machine, from skidding broadside on, took the bit between its teeth and shot down the hill like a rocket gone mad.




  At the foot of the brae was Sam Forrest.




  Sam had been down looking for drift on the Lea Shore; that, indeed, was one of Sam’s two occupations, his other being to support with great industry the corner of the Fitter’s

  Arms.




  Actually, Sam was so seldom away from the Fitter’s Arms that it never was in any real danger of falling down.




  The plain fact is that Sam was a loafer, a big, fat, boozy ne’er-do-well, with a wife who did washing and a houseful of clamorous children who did not.




  Sam, with an air at once fascinated and bemused, observed the bicycle approach. It came so quick he wondered for a second if he were seeing right. Saturday, the night before, had been a heavy

  night for Sam, and his brain was still slightly fuddled.




  Down-down-down whizzed the tandem.




  Peter, with a face frozen to horror, made a last effort to control the machine, collided with the kerb, shot across the road and crashed straight into Sam.




  In point of fact, it hit him fair in the backside as he turned to run. There was a desperate roar from Sam, a loud clatter as the pieces of the machine dispersed themselves, followed by a long

  silence.




  Then Retta and Peter picked themselves out of the ditch. They looked at each other incredulously as if to say – It’s impossible; we’re not really alive.




  Stupefied, Peter grinned feebly at Retta, and Retta, who felt like fainting, smiled weakly in return. But suddenly they recollected!




  What about Sam? Ah, poor Sam lay groaning in the dust. They rushed over to him.




  ‘Are you hurt?’ cried Peter.




  ‘I’m dead,’ he moaned. ‘Ye’ve killed me, ye bloody murderers.’




  Terrible silence, punctuated by Sam’s groans. Nervously Peter tried to raise the fallen man, who was quite double his weight.




  ‘Let me be! Let me be!’ Sam roared. ‘You’re tearin’ me to bits.’




  Retta went whiter than ever.




  ‘Get up, Sam, do,’ she implored. She knew him well, having refused him credit the week before.




  But Sam wouldn’t get up. The slightest attempt to raise him sent him into the most terrible convulsions, and his big beefy legs seemed now no more able to support him than watery

  blancmange.




  By this time Retta and Peter were at their wits’ end; they saw Sam a mutilated corpse and themselves standing palely in the dock while the Judge sternly assumed the black cap.




  However, at this moment help arrived in the shape of Rafferty’s light lorry.




  Rafferty, the butter and egg man, to whom Sunday – with early Mass over – was as good as any other day, had been down at Ardfillan collecting eggs. And with his help, Sam was hoisted

  up amongst the eggs and driven to his house in the Vennel.




  A few eggs were smashed in the process, but Peter and Retta didn’t mind; they would pay, they protested passionately. Oh, yes, they would pay; nothing mattered so long as Sam got safely

  back.




  At last Sam was home and in his bed surrounded by his curious progeny, sustained by the shrill lamentations of his wife.




  ‘The doctor,’ she whined, ‘we’ll need the doctor!’




  ‘Yes, yes,’ stammered Peter. ‘I’ll fetch the doctor!’




  What had he been thinking of? Of course they must have the doctor! He tore down the dirty steps and ran for the nearest doctor like the wind.




  At that time Dr Snoddy had not married the wealthy Mrs Innes, nor removed to the salubrious Knoxhill. His premises still stood, quite undistinguished, in the High Street adjacent to the Vennel.

  And it was Snoddy who came to Sam.




  Sam lay on his back with his mouth open and his eyes closed. No martyr suffered more than did Sam during the doctor’s examination.




  Indeed, his groans drew a crowd round the house, in the belief that he was once again leathering his wife, though when the truth emerged the sympathy for Sam was enormous.




  The doctor, while puzzled, was impressed by Sam’s condition – no bones broken, no internal injuries that he could find, but something seemingly wrong for all that, the

  patient’s agony was so manifest.




  Snoddy was a small, prosy, pompous man with a tremendous sense of his own dignity, and finally, with a great show of knowledge, he made the ominous pronouncement:




  ‘It’s the spine!’




  Sam echoed the words with a hollow groan. And horror thrilled through to Peter’s marrow.




  ‘Ye understand,’ he whispered, ‘it was us to blame; we take full responsibility. He’s to have everything that’s needed. Nothing’s too good for him!

  Nothing!’




  That was the beginning. Nourishment was necessary for the invalid, good strong nourishment. Nourishment was provided. Stimulant – Peter saw that the brandy was the very best. A proper bed

  – Retta sent round the bed herself. Towels, linen, saucepans, jellies, tea, nightshirts, sugar, they all flowed gently to the sick man’s home. Later – some tobacco – to

  soothe the anguished nerves. And a little money too, since Mrs Forrest, tied to Sam’s bedside, could not do her washing as before.




  ‘Run round with this to Sam’s,’ became the order of the day.




  Snoddy of course was calling regular as the clock.




  And finally there came the day when, taking Peter aside, he articulated the fatal word ‘paralysis’. Sam’s life was saved, but Sam would never use his legs again.




  ‘Never!’ Peter faltered. ‘I don’t understand!’




  Snoddy laughed his pompous little laugh.




  ‘Just watch the poor fellow try to walk – then ye’ll understand.’




  It was a staggering blow for Peter and Retta. They talked it over late into the night – over and over and over. But there was no way out.




  Retta wept a little, and Peter was not far off tears himself, but they had to make up their minds to it; they had done it, they alone must foot the bill, and Sam, of course, Sam, poor soul, his

  lot was far far worse than theirs.




  A bath-chair was bought – Peter sweated when he saw the price – and Sam and his chair assumed their place in Levenford society.




  On the level his eldest son, aged fourteen, could wheel him easily enough and ‘down to the emporium’ became a favourite excursion of Sam’s. He would sit outside the shop,

  basking in the sun, sending in for tobacco, or a pie, or dried prunes, of which he was particularly fond. Now, indeed, there was no talk of refusing him credit. Sam’s credit was unlimited,

  and he had his weekly dole from Peter as well.




  When the nine days’ wonder of the wheeled chair subsided, Levenford forgot. Hardly anyone noticed it when Peter and Retta relinquished the cosy little Barloan house, and moved into the

  rooms above the shop, when the little girl gave up her music lessons, and the boy suddenly left the academy to earn a wage in Gillespie’s office.




  The grey creeping into Peter’s hair and the worried frown deepening on Retta’s brow, evoked little interest and less sympathy.




  As Sam himself put it with a pathetic shake of his head: ‘They have their legs, at any rate!’




  This was indeed the very phrase which Sam employed to Finlay on that fateful evening on the first July.




  It was a fine, bright evening, with the view looking its very best. Finlay stood on the brae, trying to find tranquillity in the sight.




  Tonight his surgery had worried him, the day had been troublesome, and his mood, taken altogether, was cantankerous.




  At length the soothing quiet of the scene sank into him; he lit his pipe, beginning to feel himself at peace. And then, over the crest of the brae, came Sam in the wheeled chair.




  Finlay swore. The history of Sam and Peter had long been known to him, and the sight of the big, bloated fellow, fastened like a parasite on the lean and hungry Lennie, goaded him

  immeasurably.




  He watched them draw near, irritably observing Peter’s physical distress, and, as they reached the summit, he made a caustic comment on the difficulties of propelling inert matter

  uphill.




  ‘He canna complain,’ sighed Sam. ‘He has his legs, at any rate.’




  And then, instinctively, Finlay looked at Sam’s legs as they lay snugly in the long, wheeled chair. They were, strangely, a remarkably stout pair of legs. Fat, like the rest of Sam,

  bulging Sam’s blue serge trousers.




  Peculiar, thought Finlay, that there should be no atrophy, no wasting of these ineffectual limbs. Most peculiar! He stared and stared at Sam’s legs with a growing penetration, and then,

  with a terrible intentness, he stared at the unconscious man. My God! he thought all at once. Supposing – supposing all these years –




  And suddenly, as he stood beside the wheeled chair on the edge of the brae – suddenly with a devilish impulse, he took the flat of his boot and gave the chair a frightful push.




  Without a word of warning the chair shot off downhill.




  Peter stood gaping at the bolting chair like a man petrified by the repetition of dreadful history; then he let out a nervous scream.




  Sam, roaring like a bull, was trying to control the chair. But the chair had no brakes. It careered all over the road, dashed at frantic speed into the hedge, overturned, and shot Sam bang into

  a bed of nettles. For two seconds Sam was lost to view in the green sea of the stinging nettles; then, miraculously, he arose.




  Cursing with rage, he scrambled to his feet and ran up to Finlay.




  ‘What the hell!’ he shouted, brandishing his fists, ‘what the hell did ye do that for?’




  ‘To see if ye could walk!’ Finlay shouted back, and hit Sam first.




  Peter and Retta have returned to the Barloan house. The wheeled chair is sold, and Sam is back at his old job – supporting the corner of the Fitter’s Arms. But

  every time Finlay drives past he curses and spits upon the ground.




  





  2. Pantomime




  As a rule, Levenford saw little of the theatre.




  At the annual Fair, the Bostons and Roundabouts were usually accompanied by a canvas ‘geggie’, where, in an atmosphere of naphtha smoke and orange peel, you could, for twopence, see

  ‘The Girl Who Took the Wrong Turning’, or ‘The Murder in the Red Barn’.




  At the other pole, of course, stood the Mechanics’ Concerts. There, on Thursday nights during the winter season, a bevy of refined ladies and gentlemen entertained an equally refined

  audience to songs and readings.




  ‘Mr Archibald Small will now give—’




  Whereupon Mr Archibald Small would advance, blushing, in squeaky boots and a hired evening dress, and sing – ‘Thora! Speak ag-hain tu mee!’




  Between these extremes Levenford went dry of drama, and the stern spirit of the Covenanters was appeased.




  Imagine then, the commotion when it became known early in December that a pantomime was coming to the Burgh Hall for the week beginning Hogmanay.




  Pantomime! For the children of course! Yet it woke a thrill of interest in the austerest heart, and caused a perfect flutter amongst the burgh’s amorous youth.




  Even ‘Doggy’ Lindsay, the Provost’s son, allowed his interest in the pantomime to be known – a superior interest, naturally; a rather sophisticated interest – for

  Doggy was a ‘blood’, the centre of a little coterie of ‘bloods’ who set a dashing fashion in dress and manners in the town.




  He was a pasty-faced youngster, was Doggy, with a tendency to pimples, a loud empty laugh, and a tremendous heartiness of style – instanced by a maddening tendency to slap his intimates

  upon the back and address each boisterously as ‘Old Man!’




  ‘Brandy and splash, old man?’ That, indeed, was Doggy’s usual greeting, as he stood knowingly within the parlour of the Elephant and Castle. He wore bright shirts, effulgent

  cuff-links, and, in season, a racy topcoat with huge pockets and a collar that invariably rose up to Doggy’s protruding ears.




  He affected manly pipes with terrific curvatures, and rattled a heavy stick as he strode along. His knowledge of women was reputed to be encyclopaedic. And once he had kept a bulldog.




  Actually, there was not an ounce of vice in Doggy. He suffered from a rich father, a doting, indulgent mother, and a weak constitution. Add the fatuous desire of the small town masher to be

  thought the most devilish of rake-hells, and you have Doggy at his worst.




  The pantomime arrived, a number five company from Manchester, which had wandered to these northern wilds in the hope of putting Cinderella over on the natives. But the natives had been less

  amenable than expected.




  In Paisley, not bouquets but tomatoes had rained on Samuels’ Touring No. 5, and in Greenock there had been a deluge of ripe eggs. So, by the time Levenford was reached, the morale of the

  mummers was wilting.




  The comedian wore a slightly tarnished look; the chorus had ‘the jumps’; and Mr Samuels was secretly considering urgent business which might call him suddenly back to Manchester.




  Two days after the opening night in the Burgh Hall, Finlay met Doggy Lindsay in the High Street.




  ‘’Lo, old man!’ cried Doggy.




  He rather cultivated Finlay as one versed in the occult mysteries of the body. Doggy’s was a simple mind whose libido expressed itself in yearnings for an illustrated anatomy book.




  ‘’Lo, old man! Seen the panto?’




  ‘No!’ said Finlay. ‘Is it good?’




  ‘Good!’ Doggy threw back his head and roared with laughter. ‘My God, it’s awful! It’s rotten, it’s terrible, it’s tripe! But for all that, Finlay, old

  man, it’s a scream!’




  He roared again with laughter, and taking Finlay’s arm, demanded:




  ‘Have ye seen Dandini?’




  ‘No, no! I tell you I haven’t been near the hall.’




  ‘Ye must see Dandini, Finlay,’ protested Doggy, with streaming eyes. ‘Before God, ye must see Dandini! She’s it, Finlay. The last word in principal boys. An old cab horse

  in tights. Ye ken what I mean. Saved from the knacker, and never called me mother. Fifty if she’s a day, dances like a ton of bricks, and a voice ye couldn’t hear below a bowl –

  oh, heaven save me, but the very thought of her puts me in hysterics.’




  He broke off, quite convulsed by merriment; but, mastering himself, he dried his eyes and declared:




  ‘Ye must see her, old man. ‘Pon my soul, you must. It’s a treat not to be missed. I’ve front row seats for every night of the show. Come along with me tonight. Peter Weir

  is coming too, and Jackson of the Advertiser!’




  Finlay looked at Doggy with mixed feelings; sometimes he liked Doggy quite a lot, sometimes he almost loathed him.




  On the tip of his tongue lay a refusal of Doggy’s invitation, but somehow a vague interest, call it curiosity if you wish, got the better of him. He said rather curtly:




  ‘I might drop in if I have time. Keep a seat for me in any case.’ Then, refusing Doggy’s effusive offer of a ‘brandy and splash’, he strode off to continue his

  calls.




  That night Finlay did ‘drop in’, having first sounded Cameron on the propriety of the act. Cameron, regarding him quizzically, had assented.




  ‘Away if ye like, and I’ll finish the surgery. Ye’ll be doing no harm if ye keep young Lindsay out of mischief. He’s a brainless loon – but I’ll swear

  there’s good in him.’




  The pantomime had scarcely begun when Finlay slipped into his seat, yet already the audience, composed chiefly of young apprentices from the yard, was giving it ‘the bird’.




  It was actually a poorish show, but acute nervousness on the part of the performers made it quite atrocious. And there was, of course, Dandini–Dandini, principal boy the second –

  Dandini, mirror of fashion, echo of the court, dashing satellite of the Prince!




  Finlay looked at his programme; Letty le Brun, she called herself. What a name! And what a woman. She was a big, raddled creature with a wasted figure – a hollow bosomed, gaunt-faced

  spectre, with splashes of rouge on her cheek-bones and palpable stuffing in her tights.




  She walked without spirit, danced in a sort of lethargy. She was not called upon to sing one song. Indeed, when the chorus took up the refrain, she barely moved her lips. Finlay could have sworn

  she did not sing at all. But her eyes fascinated him – big blue eyes that must once have been beautiful, filled now with a mingled misery and contempt.




  Every time she got the laugh, and it was often, those tragic eyes winced in that set and stoic face. It got worse as the show went on; whistling, catcalls, and finally jeers. Doggy was in

  ecstasy, squeezing Finlay’s arm, rolling about helplessly in his seat.




  ‘Isn’t she a scream? Isn’t she a turn? Isn’t she the funniest thing since grandma?’ as though she were some new star, and he the impresario who had discovered

  her.




  But Finlay did not smile. Deep down in his being, something sickened as at the sight of a soul’s abasement.




  At last, amidst a hurricane of derisive applause, the final curtain fell. And Finlay could have cried out with relief. But Doggy was not finished – not, he assured them, by a long, long

  chop.




  ‘We’ll go round,’ he informed them with a wink, ‘behind the scenes.’




  Something more subtle, some richer satire was in store for them than the crude spectacle of a fusilade of eggs.




  Finlay made to protest, but they were already on their way – Doggy, Jackson and young Weir. So he followed them along the draughty stone corridors of the Burgh Hall, up a creaky flight of

  steps, into the dressing-room of Letty le Brun.




  It was a communal undressing-room of course, vaguely partitioned, with torn wallpaper and walls that sweated, but most of the company had already departed – glad enough, no doubt, to

  scramble to their lodgings while they could.




  But Letty was there, sitting at a littered table, slowly fastening up her dress.




  Closer inspection revealed how ravaged was her figure. She had washed the greasepaint from her face, but two bright spots still stood on her cheek-bones, and there were dark shadows under those

  big blue eyes.




  She inspected them dumbly.




  ‘Well, boys,’ she said at length, not without a certain dignity, ‘what do you want?’




  Doggy stepped forward, with a notable pretence of gallantry – oh, he was a card right enough, was Doggy Lindsay!




  ‘Miss le Brun,’ said he, almost simpering, ‘we’ve come round to compliment you and to ask if you would honour us by coming out to supper?’




  Silence, while behind, young Weir struggled with a guffaw.




  ‘I can’t come out tonight, boys. I’m too tired.’




  ‘Oh, but Miss le Brun – ’ insisted Doggy, ‘a little supper! Surely an actress of your experience wouldn’t be too fatigued.’




  She took them all in with that sad and almost tranquil gaze. She knows he’s guying her, thought Finlay with a pang, and she’s taking it like a queen.




  ‘I might come tomorrow night, if you cared to ask me.’




  Doggy beamed.




  ‘Capital! Capital!’ he gushed, and he named the time and place. Then, covering the ensuing pause in his customary brilliant style, he flashed his gold cigarette-case at her.




  But she shook her head.




  ‘Not now, thanks.’ Her lips made a little smile. ‘I’ve got a smoker’s cough.’




  Another rather awkward pause. It was not turning out to be so funny as they expected. But Doggy rallied.




  ‘Well, Miss le Brun, perhaps we’d better say au revoir. We’ll expect you tomorrow night. And again congratulations on your marvellous performance.




  She smiled again quietly as they went out.




  On the following morning, across the breakfast table, Cameron tossed a note that had just come in, to Finlay. ‘Ay!’ he announced dryly. ‘You’d better

  take this call, seeing you’re so interested in the theatre.’




  It was a note asking the doctor to call on Letty le Brun at her lodgings.




  So it came about that Finlay went in the forenoon to No. 7 Church Street. He went early, impelled by a strange curiosity and a strange shame.




  Something of this emotion must have shown in his face as he entered the room, for Letty smiled at him – almost reassuringly.




  ‘Don’t look so worried,’ she said with less than her usual impassiveness. ‘I wanted you to come. I found out about you when you’d gone. You were the only one who

  wasn’t trying to make game of me.’




  She was in bed, surrounded by a few things obviously her own – a photograph in an embossed silver frame, a crystal bottle of Florida water, a little travelling French clock that was now

  sadly battered but had once been good.




  There was, indeed, a queer fastidiousness about the common room which she alone could have imparted to it. Finlay felt this deeply, and in his voice was a singular constraint as he asked her

  what he could do for her.




  She motioned him to sit down, and for a moment lay back upon the pillow before she answered:




  ‘I want you to tell me how long I’ve got to live.’




  His face was a study. It might even have amused her. For she smiled faintly before going on.




  ‘I’ve got consumption – sorry, I suppose you’d prefer me to say tuberculosis. I’d like you to listen to my lungs and tell me just how long I’ve got to put up

  with it.’




  He could have cursed himself for his stupidity. He had been blind not to see it. Everything was there – the hectic flush, emaciation, the quickened breathing – everything.




  Now there was no mystery in that strange pathetic lassitude of her performance on the night before. He rose hurriedly, and without a word took his stethoscope. He spent a long time examining her

  chest, though there was little need for lengthy auscultation, the lesions were so gross.




  Her right lung was completely gone, the left riddled by active foci of the disease. When he had done he was silent.




  ‘Go on,’ she encouraged him. ‘Don’t be afraid to tell me.’




  At last, with great confusion, he said:




  ‘You’ve got perhaps six months.’




  ‘You’re being kind,’ she said studying his face. ‘You really mean six weeks.’




  He did not answer. A great wave of pity swept over him. He gazed at her, trying to reconstruct that haggard face. She was not really old; illness, not years, had aged her. Her eyes were really

  extremely beautiful; she must once have been a lovely woman – manifestly a woman of taste. And now, mincing grotesquely in the tenth-rate pantomime, the butt of every provincial boor!




  Despite himself, his thoughts came clumsily into words.




  ‘You’ll not bother about that supper tonight. Clearly you’re not fit to go.’




  ‘Oh, but I’m going! It’s a long time since I’ve had a supper invitation. It’s likely to be longer before I have another.’




  ‘But don’t you see—’ he broke in.




  ‘I see,’ she answered. ‘But if they like, let them have their little joke. That’s what life is – just a little joke.’




  She lay staring away through the window.




  Then, as if recollecting herself, she took her purse from under the pillow and asked to know his fee.




  Finlay coloured violently; her circumstances were so obvious. But there was tact in him, for all his rawness. He had the breeding to name the fee – it was not large – and he took it

  from her silently.




  As he went out, she said: ‘I shall see you tonight, I hope.’




  All that day he couldn’t get her out of his mind.




  He found himself longing for the evening to come. He wanted to see her again, to help her if he could, to solve the baffling enigma she presented. Yet, in a sense, he dreaded the evening too. He

  feared to see her hurt by Doggy’s insufferable ridicule.




  Eleven o’clock came at last, the hour fixed for the supper party. The place was a little restaurant which had recently been opened in Church Street by a man named William Scott, a decent

  enough spot, frequented chiefly by commercial travellers, and known to Levenford inhabitants – perhaps because of a certain refinement in napery and glass – as the Swank.




  Of course, the Swank was closed long before eleven, but Doggy, who knew everybody and everything, had induced Scott to set out a real good supper before a blazing fire in the smaller room.




  It was, in fact, a very pleasant room with a good carpet and a piano – that was wheeled to a larger hall for dances – standing in the corner by the red plush curtains.




  Finlay was early, but it wasn’t very long before the others arrived, Doggy bursting in first with an air of great consequence, as if to announce that he escorted Royalty.




  ‘Dandini,’ he cried with a flourish. ‘Here comes Dandini!’




  Jackson and young Weir had evidently been primed to take their cue from Doggy, for with exaggerated deference they made way for Letty as she came up to the fire.




  She was dressed very plainly in a dark blue dress, and, perhaps because she had rested all the afternoon, she looked better, certainly less haggard about the face.




  They sat in to supper straight away; some excellent tomato soup, followed by a cold chicken and a fine jellied tongue.




  Then Doggy, with a knowing air, popped the cork from a bottle of champagne and creamed Letty’s glass magnificently.




  ‘You drink champagne, of course?’ he queried, with a wink at Weir.




  She must have seen the wink but she ignored it. She replied simply:




  ‘I used to like Veuve Cliquot. But I haven’t tasted it for a very long time.’




  ‘Come, come, Miss le Brun,’ remarked Doggy. ‘You can’t mean that. You pantomime stars do yourselves pretty well, I imagine.’




  With complete equanimity, she answered:




  ‘No! We have perfectly atrocious food on tour. I haven’t had a decent meal for weeks. That’s why it’s such a treat for me to have this.’ She drank a little

  champagne.




  ‘It’s very good.’




  ‘Aha, Miss le Brun,’ mocked Doggy. ‘It’s well seen you’re a connoisseur. You’ve been to many a supper party in your day. Come on, now! Tell us about all these

  midnight suppers you’ve been treated to.’




  She looked dreamily into the fire, stretched out her hand as though to capture something of its warmth.




  ‘Yes, I’ve been taken out to supper. To Romano’s many times, and Gatti’s, too, and the Café Royal.’




  Doggy grinned. It was getting good at last; she was rising to the bait. In a minute he’d have her making speeches on the table.




  With a leer he filled up her glass.




  ‘That was when you performed in London?’




  ‘Yes – in London.’




  ‘Naturally you’ve played in – well – bigger pantomimes than this, Miss le Brun. An artiste of your genius—’




  Finlay gritted his teeth at Doggy’s rudeness, but before he could interfere she shook her head.




  ‘No! This is my first attempt at pantomime,’ – she shot a glance at Finlay – ‘and my last.’




  ‘Grand opera was perhaps your speciality?’ suggested Doggy insiduously.




  This time she nodded her head quietly.




  ‘Yes. Grand opera.’




  It was too much, oh, too much. Grand opera! They collapsed. Young Weir let out a guffaw, even the stolid Jackson sniggered. But Doggy choked back his laughter, for fear it should spoil the

  fun.




  ‘Excuse them, Miss le Brun; a little champagne has gone the wrong way, I imagine. You were talking about opera, Miss le Brun – grand opera, Miss le Brun.’




  She looked at him with those sad and tranquil eyes.




  ‘You ought to stop calling me that silly name. It’s only part of the pantomime. My real name is Grey – Letty Grey – a common name in Australia, where I come from, but

  it’s the name I sang under.’




  A curious little silence followed.




  Then Jackson, who prided himself on his press memory, and carried the histories of celebrities in his head, let out a long, derisive whistle.




  ‘Letty Grey! You’re not trying to make out that you’re the Letty Grey!’




  ‘Don’t believe me if you don’t wish to.’




  ‘But Letty Grey was famous. She came over from Australia to sing at Covent Garden. She sang “Isolde”, “Aïda”, “La Bohème”. She had a triumph

  in “Madame Butterfly”. Ten years ago Letty Grey was the toast of London.’




  ‘And now she’s here.’




  Jackson stared at her incredulously.




  ‘I don’t believe you,’ he declared bluntly. ‘Letty Grey could sing. But you cannot sing for toffee.’




  She emptied her glass. The champagne whizzing through her head had set an unaccustomed sparkle in her eyes, and her cheeks were deeply flushed.




  ‘You’ve never heard me sing,’ and there was a strange scorn in her tone. ‘I haven’t sung for years.’




  She looked again at Finlay.




  ‘He could tell you why. But I’ve a mind to sing now. Yes, I believe I will sing now. I’ll sing to the gentlemen to pay for my supper.’




  Now she was like a queen talking to a group of country bumpkins.




  Doggy and Weir watched her with their mouths agape as she rose and walked over to the piano.




  She opened the piano and let her fingers fall upon the keys. She paused – a long, dramatic pause. Then, throwing back her head, she filled her chest deeply and began to sing. She sang in

  German – one of Schubert’s lieder. Her voice, uncertain for a moment, like an instrument long unused, swelled up in the little room with a purity that was divine.




  Up, up, up went the voice, lifting them with it, thrilling the very air with its celestial harmony.




  There fell a deathly silence when the song concluded.




  Jackson stared like a man who has seen a ghost, and in young Weir’s eyes was something cowed and bitterly ashamed. But she had forgotten them. Breathing quickly, bent a little forward, she

  sat at the piano with that dreamy distant look upon her face.




  Then, as for herself alone, she sang again – the Love Song from ‘Isolde’.




  When she had finished, they still sat petrified. But at last Doggy stirred.




  ‘My God!’ he whispered humbly. ‘That was marvellous.’




  She turned to them, and with that half-smile upon her lips, said:




  ‘Let me sing “Allan Water”.’




  Finlay, watching her face, the panting of her breath, jumped up from the table.




  ‘No, no!’ he cried. ‘For God’s sake, don’t – don’t sing any more.’




  But she had begun. The moving words of the old Scots song flowed out with a pathos unbelievable:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    ‘On the banks of Allan water,




                    When the sweet spring time had fled.’


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  There were tears in Finlay’s eyes; Doggy bowed his head upon his hands. But as they listened, spellbound, her voice, rising at the second verse to one last supreme note, broke suddenly and

  failed.




  She swayed upon the seat; a tiny foam of scarlet came upon her lips. She looked at them rather stupidly; then, helplessly, she toppled sideways.




  Finlay caught her before she fell. As the others rose clattering from the table, Jackson gasped:




  ‘What’s wrong?’




  ‘Haemorrhage,’ snapped Finlay. ‘Bring some cold water, quick!’




  He carried her to the sofa in the far corner of the room.




  Doggy stood blubbering: ‘It’s all my fault! It’s all my fault! Oh, God! What can I do for her?’




  ‘Get a cab, you fool,’ said Finlay. ‘We must get her to the hospital.’




  When they got her to the Cottage Hospital, she had recovered consciousness. Indeed, she rallied a little for the next few days, then slowly she began to sink. She lived altogether for three

  weeks more.




  She was completely tranquil. She had no pain; she had everything she desired. Doggy saw to that. He paid for everything. He took her flowers every day – great masses of flowers which

  brought to her sunken features that faint, elusive smile.




  He was with her when she died, and when he left the hospital that cold January afternoon, there was written on his face a strange new firmness.




  Letty Grey lies buried in Levenford Cemetery.




  Every week Doggy walks up there with his big stick and his pipe. He has lost his gush, his empty laugh, and something of his taste for brandy-splashes. But there is something more about him of

  the man.




  





  3. The Sisters Scobie




  That sharp September morning, while Finlay stood warming his boots at the fire before stepping into them, Janet entered the room with a slip of paper in her hand.




  ‘There’s a call,’ she remarked, ‘for Anabel Scobie.’ And she held out the paper with a singular expression on her face.




  He took the paper, a curious, narrow strip which somehow impressed him as having been cut carefully to pattern, and let his eye fall upon the angular, old-fashioned script –




  

    

      

        Miss Beth Scobie requests the doctor kindly to call upon her sister Anabel, who is unwell.


      


    


  




  ‘All right, Janet,’ he nodded. ‘I’ll make a note of it.’




  She stood for a moment, watching him make the entry in his book, burning, simply, to tell him something of the Scobies. The conflict between her imposed dignity and a frightful inclination to

  gossip made the corners of her down-drawn lips twitch – like a cat within sight of forbidden cream. Glancing up suddenly, he caught that thirsting look fixed on him. He laughed outright.




  ‘Don’t worry, Janet,’ he said amiably. ‘I’ve heard about the Scobies.’




  She bridled.




  ‘It’s just as well. For not one thing would ye have heard about them from me.’




  With her head in the air she turned on her heel, and in high indignation swept from the room.




  The fact is that most folks in Levenford knew about the Scobies. They were sisters. Two maiden ladies, well past fifty, who occupied the little grey stone house at the end of Levenford

  Crescent.




  It was an old-fashioned house situated beyond the Green, right on the edge of the Estuary, a wind-blown little house, with a wonderful view of ships and open water and a taste of salt, so to

  speak, washed into its very mortar.




  It looked the house of a seafaring man, and so, indeed, it was.




  Captain Scobie had built the house when – a widower with two grown daughters – he retired at long last from fighting the Atlantic gales. And he had built it snug and proper within

  sight and sound and smell of the sea he loved so well.




  He was a short, trim, genial man, Abernethy Scobie, who had served his time in sail, stood his watch on the old paddle-pushers that made their clanking passage to Calcutta in the eighties, and

  come finally to command the Magnetic, the finest twin screw ship that ever left the Latta Yards for the southern trans-Atlantic route. That, in a sense, is ancient history, for Captain

  Scobie was dead these eighteen years past. But his daughters, Beth and Anabel, still lived on in the solid, spray-stung house which their father had built upon the Estuary shore.




  Beth was the elder, a small, dark, dried-up woman with black, forbidding eyebrows and hair drawn tight as wire.




  Anabel was two years younger, very like her sister, except that she was taller and more angular. She, had, however, a shade of colour in her cheeks, and sometimes, alas, when the wind blew

  sharp, in her nose as well.




  They dressed alike – two regular old maids – the same style in shoes, gloves, hats, stockings of the same ply wool, and gowns always of black, with a thin white edging at the neck

  and cuff.




  And they had the same expression – that bleak and vaguely hostile look which seems somehow to become ingrained in the faces of elderly spinsters compelled by usage to live too much

  together. For they were always together.




  In fifteen years they had not once been apart. But for fifteen years they had not spoken a single word to one another.




  This stupendous fact seemed incredible. But it was true. And like most incredibly stupendous facts it had arisen in the simplest, the silliest manner possible. It had arisen over Rufus.




  Rufus was a cat, a large ginger cat belonging equally to the sisters, and equally esteemed by them. Every evening they took in turn the duty of calling Rufus from the back garden, where, like a

  sensible cat, he habitually promenaded before stretching himself luxuriously upon the kitchen hearth to sleep.




  ‘Rufus! Rufus! Here, here!’ Anabel would call one night. And on the next Beth, not to be thought copying her sister, would exclaim –




  ‘Pussy, pussy! Here, Rufie, here!’




  It went like clockwork until that fatal night of fifteen years ago. Then Beth, glancing up from her knitting, or it might have been her crochet, towards the clock inquired –




  ‘Why haven’t you called Rufus, Anabel?’




  To which Anabel replied, without rancour –




  ‘Because it isn’t my turn. I called him last night.’




  ‘But no!’ Beth countered. ‘I called him last night.’




  ‘You did not, Beth Scobie.’




  ‘I did!’




  ‘You did not!’




  ‘Allow me, but I did! I remember because he would keep hiding in the currant bushes.’




  ‘That was the night before! I remember fine you telling me when you came in. It wasn’t last night.’




  ‘I beg your pardon, but it was last night.’




  Then they both lost their tempers and went at it hammer and tongs. Finally Beth determinedly demanded:




  ‘For the last time, Anabel, I ask you. Will you go and call the cat?’




  And Anabel, with equal determination, hissed:




  ‘It is not my turn to call the cat.’




  Whereupon they both rose and went to bed. Neither of them called the cat.




  All might have been well, but for the fact that Rufus, finding himself so unexpectedly at large, took it into his stupid feline head to wander.




  Next morning Rufus was lost – not only lost, but lost beyond recall. And when it was known that Rufus was irreparably gone, Beth turned to her sister like a viper that has been trampled

  on.




  ‘I will never,’ she declared with concentrated venom, ‘speak to you again as long as I live until you go down upon your bended knees and beg my pardon for what you have

  done.’




  ‘And I,’ Anabel retorted passionately, ‘will never speak to you again as long as I have breath in my body, until you go down on your bended knees and beg

  pardon of me.’




  Such vows have been taken before in the course of family squabbles! But the strange thing about this vow was that the Scobie sisters kept it; and even stranger perhaps the manner in which they

  kept it.




  It fell out, then, at half-past eleven on this particular day when he got word to call on Miss Anabel, that Finlay walked up the white pebbled path of the Scobie house and knocked discreetly at

  the Scobie door, Beth Scobie opened the door herself.




  Though the sisters were comfortably off, with an income derived from a joint annuity, they prided themselves in keeping no maid.




  ‘Please to step this way, doctor,’ Beth observed, showing him into the front parlour, a freezingly clean apartment with horsehair furniture, marine paintings on the walls, some

  excellent Satsuma china in a case, and a heavy marble presentation clock ticking solemnly upon the mantelpiece.




  In the same colourless voice she added: ‘I’ll see if my sister is ready for you yet.’




  Then she left the room.




  When she had gone Finlay turned instinctively to warm himself at the fireplace. It was blank, however, of any cheerful blaze – the grate hidden behind an incised lacquer screen. But on the

  mantelpiece beside the clock his eye was arrested by a neat pile of paper slips, each exactly like the slip upon which had been written the message asking him to call. Beside the little pile of

  papers lay a pencil.




  Finlay stared at the papers and the pencil, while a dim understanding worked to the surface of his mind.




  Suddenly he observed two crumpled slips lying in the grate behind the screen, and, impelled by an odd curiosity, he stooped and picked them up.




  On the first, written in pencil, were the words –




  I don’t feel well, please send for the doctor, and on the second: A pack of nonsense fancying you’re ill.




  Finlay dropped the papers in amazement. So that, he thought, that’s the way they’ve worked it all the time.




  Just then a noise made him swing round. Beth stood before him at the door.




  ‘My sister will see you,’ she declared evenly. And he could have sworn she was crushing a slip of paper in her palm.




  He went upstairs, at her direction, for she did not follow, and entered one of the two front bedrooms.




  Anabel lay in the big brass bed covered by a beautifully worked bedspread. The linen of the sheets and pillows was very fine. And Anabel herself was far from being fine.




  It took Finlay just five minutes to discover that she had influenza – the early symptoms – and that she was going to have it pretty bad.




  Her skin was dry, her temperature on the rise, her pulse bounding; and already there was a suspicious roughness creeping round the bases of her lungs.




  She submitted grimly to his examination. She had none of that skittish modesty which so often besets the elderly unmarried female. And at the end she went straight to the point.




  ‘I’m going to be ill, then, by the look of ye?’




  ‘You’ve got influenza,’ he admitted. ‘There’s a regular epidemic of it about. It’s sharp while it lasts, but not serious.’




  At his evasion she laughed shortly, which brought on her cough.




  ‘I mean,’ he amended, colouring, ‘you’ll be over it in a week or ten days.’




  ‘Of course I will!’




  ‘In the meantime, I’d better get you a nurse.’




  ‘You’ll do no such thing, doctor.’




  The dour look settled back in her deep-set eyes.




  ‘My sister will look after me. She’ll make a handless nurse, no doubt, poor creature, but I maun just put up with that.’ Pause. ‘She’s stubborn, ye know, doctor.

  Stubborn to a fault and quarrelsome, forbye. But I’ve tholed it in health. And I can thole it in sickness.’




  There was nothing more to be said to Anabel. He folded his stethoscope, snapped his bag shut, and went downstairs.




  In the parlour, amongst the horsehair furniture, the marine paintings, the Satsuma china, and the little pile of papers by the monumental clock, he addressed himself to Beth.




  ‘Your sister has influenza.’




  ‘Influenza! Is that all? Well, well! Anabel was aye one to be sorry for herself.’




  ‘Don’t you understand?’ he exclaimed curtly. ‘Your sister is definitely ill. She’ll be worse before she’s better. Much worse. This influenza is no joke.

  It’s the real pulmonary type she’s got. She’ll want a lot of looking after.’




  Beth made a slight ironic gesture.




  ‘I can look after her. And look after her well. Though I’ve little doubt she’ll make a poor, poor, patient. She’s stubborn, ye know, doctor. Stubborn to a fault and

  quarrelsome, forbye. What I’ve had to endure ye wouldn’t credit. But sin I’ve endured it from her when she was well, faith, I can endure it now she’s ill.’




  He stared at her astounded. At length he said:




  ‘There’s just one difficulty.’ He paused to clear his throat awkwardly. ‘You and your sister don’t appear to be on speaking terms. You can’t possibly nurse

  her under these conditions.’




  She smiled her gaunt, humourless smile.




  ‘We’ll manage! We’ve managed well enough these fifteen years!’




  There was a silence. With a shrug of his shoulders Finlay accepted the situation.




  He began to explain at some length what had to be done. Having made his instructions clear he took his hat and left the house.




  So Beth began to nurse her sister in that same stubborn silence which had lasted fifteen years. At the beginning it was easy enough.




  As yet Anabel was not acutely ill, and notes flew between the sisters like swallows on the wing. Propped up on her pillows, the invalid would scrawl:




  ‘Give me beef-tea instead of gruel tonight.’




  And the nurse with a frigid face would countersign: ‘Very well. But you must take your medicine first.’




  Ludicrous, of course! But ludicrous or no, the habits of fifteen years are hard to break.




  Late on the second afternoon, however, something went wrong with the well-tried system.




  Anabel was worse; much worse; for several hours she had been lying still, looking very queer. Now darkness was falling, and sunk back on the bed with flushed cheeks and unseeing eyes, she lapsed

  into a light delirium.




  Nonsense it was she talked, like scraps of words and phrases, but suddenly, in the midst of that rambling incoherence, she spoke – spoke to her sister. Out came the words –




  ‘I’m that thirsty, Beth. Please give me a drink.’




  Beth started as though a lance had pierced her.




  Anabel had spoken to her – after all these years – Anabel had spoken first. Her face, her whole body quivered. She pressed her hand against her side. Then she gave a cry.




  ‘Yes, Anabel, I’ll give you a drink. Look! Here it is—’ And she rushed forward to the bed, supported her sister’s head with her arm, offered her the cup.




  The sound of Beth’s voice seemed to stir Anabel from her unconsciousness. She looked at her and smiled.




  At that Beth began to sob, harsh dry sobs that tore and racked her narrow bosom.




  ‘I’m sorry, Anabel,’ she wept. ‘I’m dreadfully sorry. It’s been all my fault. And all about nothing.’




  ‘Maybe it was my fault,’ Anabel whispered. ‘Maybe it was my turn to call him.’




  ‘No, no,’ Beth sobbed. ‘I’m thinkin’ it was mine.’




  That night when Finlay called he found Beth waiting for him in the parlour. All her grimness had gone, and in its place there stood a real anxiety.




  ‘Doctor,’ she asked straight away. ‘My sister’s worse. You don’t think – you don’t think she’s not going to get better?’




  He studied the marine painting on the opposite wall – the Magnetic passing the Tail o’ the Bank.




  ‘I think she’ll get over it,’ he said eventually. ‘With a bit of luck, you know.’




  ‘She’s got to get over it,’ Beth cried hysterically. ‘Don’t you understand, doctor – we’ve made it up. This afternoon she spoke to me.’




  And without warning she burst into tears.




  In spite of himself Finlay was moved, moved by those tears – so foreign to this hard nature, they were like waters struck miraculously from barren rock.




  He saw as something strangely beautiful the reconciliation of the two sisters, two crabbed and arid beings who had turned a trifling quarrel into such savage animosity, and linked their lives by

  speechless hatred.




  With sudden poetic vision he reflected – if only he could save Miss Anabel, how marvellous to see the unfolding of these warped, malignant cords, the rebirth of affection, the progression

  of these twin natures into a rich and generous old age.




  And such was the intensity of the thought that he declared aloud:




  ‘We’ve got to save her!’




  But it was not easy.




  The days slipped in, and Anabel hovered between delirium and reason, her fever rising and falling, her pulse flickering feebly at the wrist, her strength gradually failing.




  The infection ravaged her. She seemed to verge upon a secondary pneumonia which could have ended everything. That, at least, was Finlay’s fear.




  At times he almost despaired of her, her crisis was so long delayed. But she was tough, her fibre fashioned of a stern material. She lasted bravely. And she lacked for nothing.




  Beth nursed her devotedly, wheedling her, coaxing her, humouring her with the utmost tenderness.
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