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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I wish to acknowledge with gratitude the help given me in connection with legal matters by Mr Michael O’Connell Stranders, LL.B. (Hons.), Barrister-at-Law, of Lincoln’s Inn.

Also the kindness of Mr William Carr in advising me on questions of chemistry.
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James Tarrant Starts the Ball

James Pettigrew Tarrant paused in the business of wrapping up a bottle of medicine in its clean white paper sheath, and glanced wearily out of the dispensing-room window of Barr’s, the Lydcott chemist’s. He glanced at nothing in particular, because, indeed, there was nothing particular to glance at. The shop was at the meeting of two ways, and while the entrance was in the High Street and overlooked the entire pageant of Lydcott life, the dispensing-room gave on a side road of what seemed to the young man quite incomparable dullness.

Tarrant was bored, and felt he would be bored no matter in what direction he looked. He was more than bored: he was fed up. Fed up with his job, with old Humphrey Barr, the owner of the antiquated little shop, with the village of Lydcott and—with one exception—with everyone who lived in it. He had obtained the post with profound satisfaction, some months previously, believing that as the single assistant in a small business he would have a better position than as a mere member of the staff in a large branch. But the move had proved disappointing. The trade was as tiny as the village, and though he was left in charge for considerable periods, he never had anything to do which really interested him or made the slightest demands on his not inconsiderable abilities.

Sighing gently, he turned back to his work. With automatic accuracy he folded the paper, tipped the ends against the hot wax and sealed them down, scorning string after the manner of his kind. Then, having written a name on the paper and ticked off an item in the day-book, he put the bottle aside and took up another.

Though working deftly and with speed, Tarrant’s thoughts remained centred on what had always been his main preoccupation: his own prospects. He was ambitious, and what was more to the point, he knew just what he wanted. It was not professional advancement, except in so far as this might be a means to an end: the life of even a successful retail chemist fell far short of his aspirations. Nor was it scientific fame that he coveted. His desires were simpler and more direct. Tarrant wanted money—money and the luxury and, above all, the power which money brings. For money, if he could get enough of it, he would willingly have bartered his soul.

But as assistant to old Barr in this prehistoric jumble of houses called Lydcott, he would earn no money, not at least in the sense in which he interpreted the phrase. He had applied for Barr’s job, believing that he was adventuring himself on a flowing tide, and instead he found himself floating in circles in a backwater.

Money, he told himself for the nth time, was not to be had by the conscientious performance of one’s daily duty. Bread and cheese could be earned in that way, with perhaps a spot of jam occasionally, but for real money, the cakes and the cocktails, something more was required. Brains were needed—brains to make other people pay you for value that they thought they got from you, but did not.

That this conclusion was sound Tarrant was convinced, but rack those brains—of which he felt he had his full share—as he would, he could see no way in which the feat could be accomplished.

James Pettigrew Tarrant had always had an eye to the main chance. Even as a child it had somehow happened that the larger portions of cake and the best seats on excursions fell to his share, and at school his proclivities were known and guarded against. His youth passed uneventfully, then, financial difficulties descending upon his parents, it was found necessary for him to earn his living. He was fond of chemistry and had been well grounded in science at his school, and being of smart appearance and with good manners, he had little difficulty in obtaining a job as junior salesman in a chemist’s shop. There he worked hard, having been twice promoted in twelve years. So far all had gone reasonably well, but now, at the age of thirty, he had made his first mistake. He had taken this job in this ghastly dead end, and unless he did something drastic, here for the rest of his days he was likely to remain.

Money! How could he make money? That was his growing preoccupation, and that was what seemed more and more impossible with every day that passed.

Footsteps sounded outside—light, rather thrilling footsteps, somehow suggestive of small neat shoes with high heels. Tarrant looked out with more interest. Down this lane—it was its one alleviation—was the way to the Wilton Grange Convalescent Home, a large establishment a mile or more out into the country, and along it nurses would sometimes pass. Tarrant had no objection to looking at nurses in the abstract, but there was among them that dainty little piece with whom he had recently scraped acquaintance.

Nurse Weir: Merle Weir, so she had told him. Nice name, Merle. It was just three months since he had met her, and by now they were pretty good friends.

The Convalescent Home was Barr’s mainstay: only for it Tarrant was sure the little shop could never have survived. Every day the Grange van called for medicines, but on that evening three months ago a prescription was wanted in a hurry, and Nurse Weir, who was in the village on other business, called and took it out. She was a pretty girl, and Tarrant had been correspondingly attentive. She had responded in a quiet, friendly way.

Now Tarrant was accustomed to this. Somehow he was attractive to women. He did not know why, for he was not unduly conceited, but the fact remained. Girls fell for him with gratifying, indeed sometimes with disconcerting, readiness. He didn’t care about them himself—not much at all events. They were amusing, and he would always take readily enough anything which came to him, provided that could be done without fear of matrimonial entanglement. But Merle Weir was different. This time he felt it was love at first sight.

Fate had then stepped in and settled the matter. On the following Wednesday afternoon, his half day, he had taken the bus to Bramford, their nearest town, only to find Merle seated opposite him. For a moment he had not recognised her in mufti, then he had smiled, crossed the gangway and sat down beside her. She had not objected, indeed she had appeared mildly pleased. Tarrant made the most of his opportunities, with the result that by the time they had reached Bramford she had agreed to have tea with him at the Purple Lizard. They had returned together, and later she had accepted his invitation to go to the Bramford Cinema. on their next free afternoon. That visit had been followed by many others, and now, after three months, Tarrant was surprised to find that instead of being tired of the association, as had so often happened under similar circumstances in the past, each meeting made him keener for the next.

The sharp kling of the door-bell recalled him to the present, and as shuffling feet sounded without, he put down the bottle he was wrapping and stepped into the shop.

It was old Miss Bellamy, one of those confirmed hypochrondriacs who rejoice the heart of the small chemist. Better still, she was a patent medicine fiend—there are few more profitable lines. Tarrant hated the sight of her, but business was business, and he wished her good evening civilly enough.

She had been, it appeared, in poor health. This Tarrant had foreseen, as also that he would have to listen to a detailed description of her symptoms. He could have foretold the course of this, though not which was the offending one of her organs. He soon learned. It was her stomach, and about her stomach he presently knew as much as any man. Half a crown, he thought, she should be good for, as with a fine appearance of sympathy he listened to the maundering statement.

The recital continued as if it would never cease. He presently became aware that she was prolonging the interview, smiling at him with her toothless gums, and suddenly he knew the reason. She also felt his attraction. She was enjoying herself, mouthing at him and making inane conversation. It was a pathetic and rather horrible sight, but Tarrant did not appreciate that kind of pathos. Girls, he told himself, were one thing, but this old hag was quite another. Suddenly he felt he could stand no more.

‘What you want,’ he interrupted with force and finality, ‘is a bottle of Braxamin. Ever tried it?’

Braxamin, it seemed, was also her preference. She had used it before under similar circumstances and it had done her good.

‘Fine stuff,’ he assured her as he deftly jerked a bottle from the serried ranks, papered it, handed it to her with an air, and dropped the resultant half-crown into its appointed place.

Braxamin! he thought as he returned a moment later to the dispensing room. Now that was how money was made! He had once analysed the stuff and found it was nearly pure magnesia: that and a small quantity of inert salts to make up a patentable formula. Cost perhaps tuppence a bottle, including the wrapper. And sold for half a crown. That was it! That was the way to success: to be making the stuff, not wasting time, as he was, peddling it over the counter. 

Braxamin had suggested a dream which had occupied his mind for years. Could he not make a similar mixture? Could he not add to some simple, cheap and efficient remedy for some common complaint, a few inert ingredients to enable the mixture to be patented, and sell it at a similar profit? There was a fortune in it, if only he could light on the right stuff.

And he could! He had worked out his formula at the time. It also was simply magnesia. The same essential as in Braxamin, but with a different selection of inert additions. His remedy would be just as effective. It would really give relief and it would be harmless, just as Braxamin was.

He had been desperately anxious to market his product, but he saw that he could as easily market part of the moon. The actual putting out of the mixture on a small scale he might have managed: he had saved a few pounds and he thought he could borrow a few more. But the success of such ventures depended on advertisement, and advertisement was costly. Thousands of pounds would be wanted, and thousands of pence was his limit.

His cogitations were presently interrupted by another shuffling footstep—that of old Barr coming to see that everything was right for closing the shop. He was a thin old man, stooped and with glasses and a straggly beard, timorous and unprogressive in character, but upright and kindly at heart.

‘Who was in?’ he asked as he entered the room.

‘Miss Bellamy,’ Tarrant answered. ‘Bottle of Braxamin: half a crown.’

‘A good seller. I wish everything went as well. Did you find those Aloin pills for Mr Brown?’

‘Yes, they were in the corner cupboard after all.’

‘I’ve ordered some more. What was the other thing I had to order?’

‘Sponges, you said.’

‘That’s right: sponges. I suppose you’ve nearly done?’

‘About finished now.’ Tarrant looked at the little heap of white-coloured bottles and boxes ready for the boy to deliver, and the second smaller pile packed in corrugated cardboard beneath greyish paper and secured by string, which was to go by post. This lot, together with some half dozen letters, the firm’s output for the day, he would take to the post office on his way to his rooms.

Barr pottered out into the shop and Tarrant heard him opening the cash register. There was the chink of coins, and he knew these were being transferred to a canvas bag, to be taken up to the old man’s bedroom for the night. Then the steps shuffled about the shop and in his mind’s eye Tarrant could see a bottle of Braxamin being taken from stock, and put in precisely the same place in which its predecessor had stood. A click indicated the shutting of the door and more drawn-out sounds that the blinds were coming down. Trade for the day was over.

Tarrant, having done a little tidying, collected his post office stuff, bid his employer a somewhat brief good-night, and let himself out into the High Street. In spite of his poor opinion of it, Lydcott was not an unprepossessing little place. It was, in fact, a typical Surrey village, one long, irregular street of brick and tiled houses toned by age to a mellow brownish red and relieved here and there by the green of trees and creepers. An old stone church with a squat square tower stood back on a tiny hill, with a lychgate on the road in front, and a humped-back bridge with white handrails drew attention to a narrow sluggish stream. All unchanged for centuries, yet the signs of progress were not wanting. In front of a garage there were three petrol pumps of vivid scarlet, and a ‘Surrey Trust’ noticeboard showed on the gable of the ancient inn.

The place, however, had no beauty for Tarrant. Having finished at the post office, he was now free for the evening. But free for what? The church choir practice, which seemed the chief excitement of a Friday evening, evoked in him no answering thrill. And in the bar of the Green Horse, the sole alternative attraction, there were only yokels with whom he had nothing in common. There was no cinema, no dancing, no tennis, nor boating, nor golf; no girls—except Merle, and she was engaged on Fridays.

He went to his rooms, which seemed more deadly than ever, sitting down resentfully to a somewhat unappetising supper. Money! he thought. The first thing it would do for him would be to get him out of Lydcott. Oh, if he could only try his patent medicine idea!

Then in the act of raising his fork to his mouth he stopped, and for some seconds remained motionless. Why, he could try it after all! The snag had been the advertisement. Well, there was a way out of that!

Slowly he lowered the morsel to his plate, while an excitement rose in his mind such as he had not felt for years.

Why need he advertise? The Braxamin people were already doing all the advertisement that was necessary. Could he not take advantage of their work?

Suppose he were to approach retail chemists and say: ‘You sell Braxamin? A very good line. And you get sixpence a bottle commission? Quite. Here is a similar stuff that I make: equally harmless and equally effective. When you’re asked for Braxamin just say you’re out of it and that here’s something else that you can recommend. I give a shilling commission and you’ll make an extra sixpence on every bottle.’

By Jove! It was an idea! Tarrant sat metaphorically hugging himself as he gloated over it. Money! Yes, there was money in it all right. In the first flush of his enthusiasm he could see no limit to what it would bring in.

Could he do it? He felt sure of it. Obviously with a small plant, and working by hand instead of machinery, it would cost him more to put out his mixture than it cost the Braxamin people. Suppose it took fivepence or even sixpence a bottle, delivered, instead of the twopence or threepence that he had estimated they did it for. Then there would be sixpence for the patent medicine stamp, if he should patent his stuff. That, with the shilling commission, would leave sevenpence a bottle profit for him. Or say he gave ninepence commission, his profit would go up to tenpence. For him that would be wealth. Besides, he would not be a fool. For a time at least he would put all his profits back into the business, and so buy plant and reduce his costs.

But would the retailers do it? Ah, there was the snag! Some of them would and some of them wouldn’t. It would largely depend, he thought, on how they were approached. There he felt he was all right. He had a profound belief in his own tact.

It would, perhaps, be better not to make that remark about Braxamin. The idea should be conveyed more subtly. He would simply call as traveller for the new remedy. He would talk to the proprietor and so judge the man. If it seemed wise he would merely canvas for an order and leave it at that. But if things looked propitious he could go on: ‘It’s been well taken up in Manchester—or Aberdeen or Penzance,’ or some other equally distant town. ‘There I heard a story of what one man did to get our commission. When his customers asked for Braxamin he told them—’ and so on. This would not be a suggestion, but a joke, but with the right man it would do the trick.

No longer was Tarrant bored. No longer were his rooms drab and Lydcott a dull place. Life had suddenly become adventurous and thrilling. At last there was something to be thought of: something to be done: money to be made.

Money to be made!

He got out his old notes and read them with enthusiasm.

Then he settled down to re-estimate his costs. This was the one department in which he really had learnt something since coming to Barr. As he revised his figures, he became more and more excited. The thing would be a certain winner!

But he could not carry it out single-handed. With a small car or van it would take his entire time to do the travelling, so that someone else would have to take charge of the manufacture. Where could he find a suitable partner?

Then came the greatest idea of all. Merle Weir! Would Merle join in the affair?

She would, he told himself, be eminently suitable. She was competent and efficient in everything she did. She had a nurse’s training, which, if it was not exactly what was required, at least had familiarised her with medicines and their sale. She was straight: on that he would have banked his entire future, and, best of all, he believed from odd remarks that she had dropped, that she had a little money in the bank.

Was she too straight? Tarrant smiled confidently. Merle was a girl and she was fond of him. Merle would be pliable. If she suited him, he would see to it that her scruples were overcome.

He looked at his watch. Too late, he was afraid, to ring her up that night. Besides, better sleep on a thing like that. Though he had no doubt that he could get rid of her if she proved troublesome, there was no sense in having unnecessary unpleasantness. He would take his time about the whole affair and not risk spoiling what was perhaps the most critical step of his life.

Probably she would want him to marry her. Well, there was no hurry about that. Probably also he might do worse, but here the wise attitude would be to wait and see.

All the same, next day he telephoned to Merle, asking her to meet him on Sunday afternoon, as he had a matter of importance to put before her. He smiled confidently as she replied that she would come.
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Merle Weir Takes a Hand

The Wilton Grange Convalescent Home was a luxurious establishment set high up among the pines of the Surrey Green Sand Ridge. Its fees were as lofty as its position, and its proprietor, by receiving only those patients who were already improving in health, had gained it a reputation for efficacy. This does not mean that it was run on fraudulent lines. If its visitors paid highly, they got value for their money. Their clinical treatment was of the best, the visiting doctors were specialists in their respective lines, and from the boarding and social point of view everything was the last word in efficiency and high tone.

The nurses, too, were of a superior type. More than mere professional skill was required of them, though technical competence was naturally a sine qua non. But they had also to reach the proprietor’s high standards in social deportment, personal appearance, beauty of voice, and, of course, morals, though this latter requirement was usually taken for granted. Against these demands they received exceptional pay and privileges, such as separate bedrooms, admirably furnished staff-rooms and liberal leave. In fact, a billet at Wilton Grange was looked upon not only as one of the plums of the profession, but as a certificate of all round personal excellence. It was natural, therefore, that Merle Weir was delighted when some three years before Tarrant came to Lydcott, she was appointed to a vacancy on the staff.

Her father had been a doctor with a good country practice. She was an only daughter, and on her mother’s death several years earlier she had taken her place, acting as housekeeper and secretary to Dr Weir. Characteristically she threw herself with energy into the work. To enable her to deal more efficiently with his accounts and correspondence she taught herself book-keeping, shorthand and typing. She did not attempt dispensing, though she picked up a good deal about it, but she drove his Armstrong-Siddeley with skill, and could hold her own with any chauffeur in the matter of running repairs. Finally, in character she was one in a thousand, straight and kindly and decent and unselfish.

Then, to her intense grief, her father died, and she found herself alone in the world. He had left her a little money, though barely enough to live on. Now she was free to follow her own bent. She had always liked nursing and she divided her capital, setting aside half for the necessary training, and retaining the rest against the proverbial rainy day. She worked hard, obtained high qualifications, and in due time reaped the reward in the Wilton Grange position.

She liked the place and the work, and, more important still for her happiness, her fellow nurses. One of them in particular had become her special friend, though she was not normally given to special friendships. This had arisen through an act of kindness on Merle’s part. The girl was Elsie Oates, a tall, blonde young woman of about the same age as herself. One day Merle surprised her, sobbing bitterly. She had noticed that she had been depressed for some time, but this betokened real trouble. At first Elsie was reticent, but presently the genuine sympathy in Merle’s manner brought out the story.

It appeared that Elsie’s young man, a budding accountant in a Fenchurch Street firm, was seriously ill. It was not quite clear what was the matter with him, and Elsie thought the doctors were themselves puzzled. But they were agreed that his best chance lay in a sea voyage. And this was the difficulty. He could not afford it. The cost would have been some forty pounds more than he and Elsie could jointly raise.

It was then that Merle surprised her friend and, indeed, herself. ‘I happen to have forty pounds in the bank that I’m not at present wanting,’ she heard herself saying, ‘and I’d like to lend it to you. You can pay it back when it’s convenient.’

At this Elsie wept again, declaring she could not take the money. But Merle insisted and presently her friend’s despair became tinged with hope. With the aid of Merle’s contribution the fiancé’s passage was booked, and all looked promising. Then a further blow fell. Just before the boat sailed the young man had a relapse. Instead of going aboard the s.s. Antonio, he was taken to hospital. In a week he was dead.

Elsie was inconsolable, but here again Merle’s friendship helped her to carry on. Gradually the sharpness of her pain became dulled and things settled down as before. Under the circumstances the shipping company generously refunded the whole of the passage money, and Merle’s forty pounds was repaid in full. But the episode left Elsie Merle’s firm friend determined to do everything in her power to wipe off the moral debt which she felt she still owed.

Another year passed, a year of hard work and of happiness, and then a new factor came into Merle’s life. She called one evening at Barr’s for some medicine and met the new assistant. Since then nothing had been the same.

In appearance James Tarrant was her ideal. Tall and slender, though not slight, he gave an impression of physical fitness and resilient strength. His complexion was pale, but clear and healthy, and made a foil for his dark hair and eyes. His long face was strengthened almost to brutality by the squareness of his firm jaw, and his lips were thin and rather tightly compressed. Only his eyes made the critical hesitate: they were too shrewd for complete confidence. But when he smiled they lost their calculating look and his whole face softened.

He had been pleasant about the medicine: neither offhand nor familiar, but just friendly, Merle had been lost in admiration.

Then on the following Wednesday had come the meeting in the bus. She had seen him the moment he entered, but he had not noticed her until they had gone some little distance. Then he had acted delightfully, moving beside her with just the right amount of deference and friendly interest. He had talked easily and entertainingly and in such a musical voice! When on arrival at Bramford he had rather deprecatingly suggested tea, she felt as if she had known him for a long time and that it would be churlish to refuse.

She could not get him out of her thoughts, and when a few days later a charming note arrived, suggesting a visit to the films, her heart leaped. Would she go? She laughed as she put the question to herself. Would she not? But she was careful to reply neither too quickly nor too enthusiastically.

Her admiration grew with each subsequent meeting until at last she made the great discovery. She loved him, and, if he asked her, she would marry him. Since then her love had steadily increased, till at last she had one fear and one fear only—that he might not ask her.

She began then to find that love included pain as well as pleasure. There was the thrill of eager anticipation before they met, but there was also cold fear and disappointment when they parted with no apparent progress made. Merle grew absentminded and irritable and her work began to suffer.

Then one Saturday morning her outlook changed. Tarrant rang her up to ask if she would meet him on the following afternoon. This had already often happened, but now there was an eagerness in his voice which had been lacking before. Besides, he intimated that he had something of importance to put before her.

At last a proposal! She felt it could be nothing else. There was nothing else between them, nothing that they had ever talked about or envisaged. No, at long last it was, coming—the greatest day of her life. By the next morning she would be engaged, and before many months had passed she would be Mrs Tarrant.

Everyone noticed the change in her that day, the matron with relief, the nurses with winks and shrugs and grins. Merle didn’t see them, nor would she have cared if she had. The glorious prospect filled her mind to the exclusion of all else.

They were to meet on Sunday afternoon at a bus stop near the Home, from which they would drive still further into these wonderful Surrey hills, climb up to one of the summits from which they could look down across the Weald to the blue line of the South Downs, and then walk back to lower levels for tea.

Though she arrived at the rendezvous before the time, he was waiting for her. He usually kept his appointments accurately on time, and when she saw him so early her heart leaped. It was, she told herself, a portent.

He met her quietly, as he always did, though she could feel that he was secretly excited. He began at once talking commonplaces, which was natural enough in the little crowd which was waiting for the bus. All the same, a faint chill began to damp her enthusiasm. There was something on his mind, yes, but what was it? His glance, when it fell on her, had less than its usual ardour, and indeed it fell on her but seldom.

Then the cold breath of doubt was gloriously dispelled. Strolling slightly aside from the others, he looked at her, and in his eyes was all the old warmth and admiration. ‘He does love me!’ she thought thankfully. And when he murmured in that voice which always slipped under her guard and left her weak and helpless before him, that he had something to ask her and that it must wait till they were alone, she was once again in the seventh heaven.

The drive passed like a dream, and presently they had left the bus and taken the winding path which led up through the trees to the top of the hill. They let the other climbers pass on and were at last alone. Then her whole being became riveted to his words.

‘It’s coming!’ she thought with a joy that was almost pain. ‘It’s coming at last!’ For he was talking about himself, his early life, his prospects. ‘A job like mine’s all right in a way,’ he was saying. ‘It gives a man a start and all that, but there’s no money in it. And what I want and what you want is money.’

‘James, dear,’ she wanted to cry, ‘I know what you’re thinking—that you must have a comfortable home to offer me before we can be married. But you’re wrong! All we want is each other, and you know it.’

But that didn’t seem to be what was in his mind. ‘All my life,’ he went on coolly, ‘I’ve been thinking of money. I want money, and so do you, not, of course, for its own sake, but for what it brings. But I’ve never seen how I could get it.’

Again that faint chill swept over her. Of course she wanted money; everybody did, though obviously money was not everything. But he seemed to think it was. He continued about his prospects till she could almost have screamed.

‘I’ve wanted money, but I never could see how to get it,’ he repeated, ‘until Friday night. Then I got an idea. Tell me, have you ever thought about patent medicines?’

A cold, numb feeling seemed to grip her heart. Patent medicines! What was he thinking about? She glanced at him quickly. His face was lit up with an eager interest, but it wasn’t in her. He wasn’t even looking at her. It was something affecting himself, in which she was not concerned.

She simply couldn’t answer. Her mouth was dry and she felt physically sick. She hadn’t known that disappointment could be so bitter. He glanced at her casually.

‘Hallo,’ he said, but in an offhand way and with some impatience, ‘what’s the matter? Not feeling well?’

Her pride came to her aid. ‘Just the hill for the moment,’ she said as steadily as she could. ‘I’ll be all right directly.’

‘Perhaps I’ve been rather rushing it,’ he answered. ‘I’m apt to forget about things when I’m keen on anything. Well’—and the interest crept back into his manner—‘I was asking you about patent medicines. Have you ever thought of the money that’s to be made if you can strike a good one?’

‘No,’ she murmured, ‘I never thought about it. Tell me.’

He was only too ready. ‘Well,’ he went on eagerly, ‘take Braxamin. Here you have,’ and he gave her the figures he had estimated: the large profit on each bottle, the hundreds of thousands of bottles which must be sold every year, the thousands of pounds of clear gain. Desperately she fought to take in what he was saying and to forget that other nightmare.

‘That’s the way to make money,’ he continued, ‘and that’s what I propose to do—to put another stuff like Braxamin on the market.’

She did her best to be sympathetic as be elaborated his plan. His trouble was that it wanted two people. He would do the canvassing and the distributing, but someone else would be required to mix and bottle the stuff.

When Merle realised where all this was leading, she experienced another revulsion of feeling almost as difficult to control as the first. Why, he wanted her after all! And the question of marriage was not ruled out! It was only postponed. This suggestion of his might—certainly would—lead to it! Warmth flowed back into her heart.

At all costs she must agree. If she turned him down she would lose him. Of course she would be sorry to leave the Home and to give up nursing. But these were nothing in comparison to what she would gain. In any case, she needn’t try to deceive herself. She could not resist what would bring them so close together.

So far she had thought only of their personal relations. Now, as her mind became easier on that score, she began to consider the scheme itself. To her distress, the more she did so, the less she liked it. Why, it was scarcely honest. Not actually dishonest, of course. James would never propose anything of that kind. But still not exactly what she would like to do.

‘But tell me, James, I don’t understand: is it quite—straight?’ she said timorously.

‘Straight?’ he repeated, and for the first time she saw an expression in his eyes which rather frightened her. But it instantly vanished. ‘Straight? What are you thinking of? Of course it’s straight. You’re not suggesting the Braxamin people are crooks, are you? What I propose is just the same.’

Merle suddenly realised that the point was vital to her peace of mind and that at all costs it must be settled.

‘But is it so straight?’ she went on. ‘They’re charging people half a crown for what you tell me is worth about tuppence. I don’t know that one could stand over that.’

‘My dear girl, you’ve got it wrong,’ he said, for the second time that afternoon smiling in that entrancing way which broke down all her defences. ‘Tell me, what do you think the Braxamin people are out for?’

‘Money,’ she answered promptly. After all he had said there could be no question of this.

He made an impatient gesture. ‘Ah, yes, of course. Every business without exception is run for money—even nursing. But I don’t mean that. What are the Braxamin people out to do for their money?’

‘Why, to sell their stuff. I don’t think I understand.’

‘No, you haven’t got what I’m driving at. They’re out to cure people, aren’t they? People with indigestion and tummy aches and so on. Isn’t that right?’

‘I suppose it is.’

‘Of course it is. Now tell me, how could they do that if they charged two or three pence for the remedy? Don’t you know that people, particularly uneducated people, only value things that cost them something? Don’t you see that in this case the half-crown is part of the cure?’

She thought over this. ‘That hadn’t occurred to me,’ she admitted.

‘But you see it now that I point it out? Half the benefit of medicine and drugs comes from faith. Don’t you know that? And the more you can stimulate faith in the remedy, the more good it will do. To produce that faith it must cost the patient something. Don’t you see it?’

She was not satisfied, and yet his argument seemed unanswerable. She shifted her ground. ‘But what about our taking advantage of the Braxamin advertising? Do you think that’s quite straight?’

‘Perhaps not. But we won’t really do that. I only put it in that way to make you understand. People are always coming in and asking for something for indigestion or flatulence or pains in the tummy, and you sell them what you think will do them good. My stuff will definitely do them good, so why not sell it? Braxamin has got no monopoly on the market.’

That sounded all right, too. Perhaps she was being hypercritical.

‘It’s a big decision,’ she said presently; ‘big for me, I mean. If I did what you suggest it would ruin my present prospects. Then if this thing failed I should be finished. I should never get so good a job again.’

He moved impatiently. ‘It won’t fail,’ he declared dogmatically; then with a change of manner: ‘Don’t you see that it can’t fail? The demand hasn’t to be built up through years of advertising; the demand is there. Our mixture will meet that demand, and meet it well. It only remains to ensure our stuff is sold rather than our rival’s! That will be done automatically by our larger commission. It’s absolutely fair to our rivals. If they want the trade, let them increase their commission.’

He had an answer for everything, and yet she was not satisfied. But now once again her love for him swelled up in her heart, pushing all these points of technical morality into the shade. She loved him, and she believed that, in spite of his preoccupation with his precious scheme, he loved her. Very well, if she turned him down, as she had seen before, she would lose him. To go into the thing with him would bring them together, and even if he did not immediately propose marriage, she would still be in touch with him.

But in spite of her love she had not entirely lost her common sense. She told him that she was honoured that he had offered her a partnership in his scheme, but that it represented so tremendous a change in her life that she could not decide on just an hour’s notice. Could they meet on Wednesday afternoon, and she would then give him her answer?

Biased as she was in his favour, she could not but see that her caution had a salutary effect on his manner.

During the next three days, free from the glamour of his presence, she was able to consider the proposal more critically. Gradually her ideas became clarified. She felt she would hate to give up her nursing and her career as she had planned it out. She realised that she loathed the scheme, which in spite of Tarrant’s specious pleas, she did not consider honest. She doubted that the various chemists would prove so compliant as he supposed, in which case the whole thing would fail. Finally, she doubted that even if it did succeed, money earned in such a way would bring happiness.

But over and above all these considerations was the fact of her love. Again and again she repeated to herself, ‘If I turn him down, I lose him.’ Could she face that?

She weighed the pros and cons in her mind, but all the time, deep in her heart, she knew what she would do. Her happiness was bound up in him. If she lost him, nothing else mattered. And what influenced her even more was the belief that she could help him and give him something of the love and companionship which up to now she feared he had missed.

When they met on the Wednesday she intended to tell him immediately that she had decided to join with him. But it suddenly was borne in upon her that if she were to continue working with him it could only be through marriage: any other basis would mean eventual misery. Almost without volition she heard herself saying: ‘James, this is so important that I must be absolutely straight with you. I don’t think we could work together on our present basis. I must tell you quite honestly that I cannot afford to give up my present life unless it means a home to me.’

He looked at her keenly. ‘You mean marriage?’ he asked quietly.

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘Afraid!’ He made an eloquent gesture. ‘My dear Merle, isn’t that the one thing I really want? Isn’t that what all this has been leading up to? Only I felt that unless I had money to support a home, I daren’t ask you. Merle dear, you fill me with utter joy.’ He bent suddenly, took her in his arms and kissed her again and again.

‘Then I agree,’ she murmured, as she relaxed in his arms.

Yet the faint chill still lingered in her mind.


   

3

James Tarrant Gets Busy

Tarrant both smiled and shivered when he looked back on that Wednesday afternoon. He smiled when he told himself that he had successfully taken his first hurdle: the obtaining of Merle’s help in the venture. He shivered when he realised the cost. Though he was attracted by Merle, he did not intend to marry her. Of course he wasn’t really committed. No one had heard their conversation and there was nothing in writing. If the necessity arose, he could say that she had mistaken his meaning.

He saw that while he mustn’t allow the engagement to be announced, in private he would have to assume its existence. This he felt he could do safely. He could surely find phrases which would satisfy her and yet would be capable of an innocent interpretation.

There were, then, two lines of activity stretching out before him: one, to keep Merle sweet and helpful, the other, to get on with the scheme. The first could largely be done by compliments and a little love making, but the second meant real work.

He began next day when old Barr went out for his usual afternoon constitutional. Looking up the files, he made a list of firms who supplied the various materials and appliances he would need, and that night wrote asking for catalogues. He bought a map of England and considered desirable sites for his works, and he wrote to a celebrated builder of light cars and vans for prices and running costs.

‘We’ve actually got under way,’ he told Merle exultingly when next Sunday afternoon they met. ‘I’m getting prices and then we’ll see how far we can launch out. I haven’t got much capital, you know: only a few pounds, but it’ll probably be enough for a start.’

‘I’ve got a little too,’ Merle said hesitatingly.

This was just what he wanted, but he saw that he would be unwise to be too eager. ‘Oh, no,’ he answered protestingly, ‘I couldn’t take that. You’re giving quite enough in your time. You mustn’t risk your money.’

She seemed relieved, as he had intended. He was satisfied that if they were actually held up for cash, the circumstances would make an appeal which she would be unable to resist. In such a case he would gracefully allow his objections to be overborne.

‘I’m getting out these costs,’ he continued; ‘bottles and cartons and bins and tables, a small car or truck, a shed with water laid on, and what’s necessary for washing and filling and despatching.’

‘Where did you think of starting?’

‘Now that’s characteristic of you, Merle,’ he declared, with one of his intoxicating smiles. ‘You put your finger right on the crucial point. I’d like a biggish town where we would, so to speak, get lost. There’s no use in advertising what we’re doing, you know. Then it ought to be near a port, partly because coastwise transport is cheap, and partly because we might eventually sell in Ireland and abroad.’

‘I don’t think you need worry about selling abroad,’ she returned. ‘By the time we’re strong enough to attempt that, we shall want new premises and can move to a port.’

He nodded, noting again the unerring way she went to essentials, though unpleasantly conscious of the circumspection on his part that this would mean.

‘I’ll make a fist of suitable towns,’ he said, ‘and then go round them and see about sheds. Now another thing. When are we going to leave our jobs and what reason shall we give?’

Her face fell and he could see that this for her was going to be a wrench. ‘I thought,’ he went on, ‘of saying I’d got some friends in the States who had written that they had a job out there for me.’

Her face fell still further. ‘But, James, that wouldn’t be true. Why not tell the truth? I’m going to. I’m going to say that I’ve got a good job with a new medical firm, but that I don’t yet know where I’m going to be sent.’

Tarrant cursed himself for his carelessness. Her little manias and phobias must be respected. There would be enough of sailing close to the wind in their venture without worrying her with gratuitous prevarication.

‘You’re right,’ he declared, as if he had overlooked the point. ‘We should certainly keep to the truth. Yes. I’ll say something of the same kind. Now about the date. I’ll look about for the shed, then we could start directly I find one. I’ve only to give a week’s notice, and I suppose it’s the same with you?’

‘I think so. But, James, wouldn’t it be better to be quite straight about the thing? What about announcing our engagement? You say you’re leaving to take over a better job, you needn’t say what, and I can say I’m following you to be married.’

Again Tarrant swore mentally. That was the worst of women. They couldn’t do business without dragging in their wretched personal feelings. If Merle was going to question the uprightness of every future word and deed, she’d be more trouble than she was worth.

Her suggestion confirmed his intention to avoid marriage; to be tied up to a Recording Angel with an inflamed sense of honour would be just hell. With a flood of relief he reminded himself that nothing irrevocable had been done.

Yet he must get her help with the scheme. He knew no one else that he could ask.

‘My dear girl,’ he gave her another melting glance and smile, ‘I only wish we could. But I told you I couldn’t afford to marry at present, as all I have goes into this. And I’m not going to let my wife support me, even if she would. So I absolutely refuse to tie you down till we’re sure we’ve backed a winner. Directly the money begins to come in, let’s announce the engagement: then just as soon as we have enough, let’s do the deed.’

‘But the announcing of the engagement wouldn’t involve immediate marriage.’

He took her arm and pressed it beneath his. A kiss he thought was indicated, but as they were walking down the main street of Bramford that could be postponed. ‘My dear,’ he said softly and his voice was very ardent, ‘don’t you think we might have our own little secret just between the two of us?’

He saw, as he had expected, that she couldn’t resist him, and gently switched the conversation in a less dangerous direction.

Next day he told old Barr that an American relative had just arrived in the country, and wanted him to drive round and show him the sights for a week. He therefore would be obliged for leave. If Barr thought he was due holidays, he would take them now; if not, he would forfeit his wages.

Barr, knowing that his assistant had really worked hard since his arrival and being a kindly man at heart, did what Tarrant had shrewdly calculated he would do, and agreed to consider the week as holidays, that is, with full pay. Again pleased with his successful manoeuvring, Tarrant’s belief in himself was still further confirmed.

Of the list which he had made of towns suitable for their headquarters, he had visited only one, Exeborough. His sister had lived there, and on her death, three years earlier, he had gone down to the funeral. He had got away from the house as soon as possible and had spent the time till his train in walking around, and he had taken a fancy to the place. It was in the south-west, and was connected with the sea by a river navigable by coasters. Down by this river there were small streets of working-class houses, and it would be strange if among them he couldn’t find a suitable headquarters.

On the following Monday he left Lydcott early, and by midday was in Exeborough. That very afternoon he found a suitable property. The position was good; it lay across the river on low ground close both to the railway and the diminutive harbour. It consisted, so far as he could see by squinting over the surrounding wall, of a small yard with a shed along one side and at the other a tiny office. The place wanted paint, but otherwise seemed in good repair. A board along the front bore the legend: ‘J. H. Matthews, Produce Dealer’, but it was evident that the produce dealings of J. H. Matthews had come to a bad end, as across the letters was pasted a bill with the words: ‘To be Let or Sold. Apply Grimmett & Mason, Boulter’s Close’.

Some heads at windows in the adjoining houses, and a rapidly increasing ring of children watching his essays in sleuthing warned him to avoid inaugurating a mystery. He crossed the road and knocked at a door. One of the heads removed itself from a window and presented itself for closer inspection.

‘Good morning,’ said Tarrant, with his pleasant smile. ‘I’m looking for a shed to start a small business. Can you tell me what there is across there? Just the yard and shed and office, or are there more buildings?’

The woman, obviously interested, confirmed his supposition. He chatted pleasantly for a moment or two, then threw in the essential question: ‘Been long vacant?’

This she couldn’t immediately answer, but by dint of obtaining the opinions of curious neighbours, the point was settled. J. H. Matthews had departed over two years previously.

A further question told Tarrant that Boulter’s Close was off the High Street on the town side of the river. Ten minutes later he was Shown into Mr Grimmett’s private room, and in another three he had stated his business.

‘Very convenient little premises and apparently just what you want,’ said Mr Grimmett; ‘and in good repair also. Perhaps you’d like to have a look at it?’

‘No use unless I can afford it,’ Tarrant returned. ‘It’s a new business and I haven’t much capital. What do you want for it?’

‘It’s a good site,’ Mr Grimmett pointed out. ‘A good pitch, so to speak. There’s a keen demand for sheds and yards in that area. Would you buy?’

‘Couldn’t afford it. If I took it I’d want a short lease with an option to carry on from year to year.’

Grimmett hesitated, while he turned over some papers. ‘Hundred a year, or two guineas a week for shorter terms,’ he said at last, shooting a little side glance at Tarrant. ‘I may tell you,’ he went on with an engaging air of putting his last card on the table, ‘that it’s worth far more than that, but between ourselves the owner’s hard up and wants the money.’

Tarrant considered this. ‘A hundred a year,’ he repeated; ‘that seems a lot. I suppose it’s because of the keen demand you mentioned?’

Grimmett shot him another little glance. ‘Why, yes,’ he said, ‘and quite natural too. After all, value depends on demand, doesn’t it?’

‘I agree,’ Tarrant assured him. ‘And it wouldn’t be anything like that figure only for the demand?’

‘Well, supply and demand are the same all the world over,’ Grimmett asserted, though with somewhat less assurance.

Tarrant bent forward. ‘Now, sir, I can see that you’re trying to do your best for your client, which of course I thoroughly appreciate. I’d want you to do it for me under similar circumstances. But when this shed has been vacant for over two years you needn’t talk to me about a keen demand. If I find it suitable, what about fifty a year and I to pay the rates?’

Grimmett smiled. ‘I don’t suppose you’re seriously putting that forward,’ he declared. ‘But there’s no use in our talking unless the place suits you. Come along down and see it. My car’s outside.’

The ‘premises’ when Tarrant inspected them, seemed ideal. The shed was larger than he had visualised, but if the affair prospered there would be considerable storage of stocks, so perhaps this was an advantage. Having pointed out all the faults he could think of, Tarrant began bargaining, and before he left Grimmett’s office he had a signed agreement in his pocket to take over the premises for one year at a rent of seventy pounds, with an option to carry on at the same figure year by year for the next four years, possession being obtained on the paying of the first year’s rent. Tarrant wrote a cheque as if the matter were the merest bagatelle, instead of the paying out of exactly a quarter of his capital.

He wrote the news to Merle, asking her to resign and come to Exeborough as soon as she could. Next day he arranged with a firm of builders whose yard he had noticed in an adjoining street, to carry out some small alterations at the new property. The name board was to be re-lettered, certain bins and benches were to be put in the
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