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THE SIZE OF A POCKET
HANDKERCHIEF

If Hale had learnt it from anyone else—if a third person had
come to him and said: Have you heard Simpson has bought
that bit of land? he would have said: That’s a lie—or if it
isn’t he's the dirtiest scoundrel unhung'. But Simpson had
himself told him: ‘By the by, I've bought that field of Short's;’
hoping no doubt to make it sound the most natural thing
in the world; and what with the surprise and the unlikelihood
of face-to-face abuse between two friends, there had been a. JSew
moments’ time-lag before Hale's reaction got under way?. Those
moments had lost him his chance. He had only uttered an
ominous: ‘So that’s what you’ve done is it?”” when they were
interrupted. Fortune had favoured Simspon—an additional
injustice, and he must be thanking his lucky stars. Or—yes,
there was no doubt of it, Simpson had chosen a moment when
interruption was secure. But let him wait.

It riled Hale beyond words that Simpson probably thought
that he, Hale, having said those few words, would now let it go
at that, would let them stand for all the resentment which the
situation was worth®. The thought of Simpson congratulating
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himself on the ease with which the thing had been carried off
gave Hale no respite from planning just how he would be un-
deceived.t Perhaps he thought that injurics sometimes merely
fade away. Well, he would quickly be hearing some home-
truths®, deadly to any false hopes on the subject. And the
facts, when they would be recapitulated to Simpson that eve-
ning, would need no doctoring; they were completely damning,

‘In the first place you wouldn’t be here at all, would you,
but for me. Directly I heard of a good holding coming up for
sale I wrote and told you® didn’t I, because I remembered
our talks when we were prisoners together. 1 knew it was
the thing for you, and I was as keen on your getting it as
you were yourself, wasn’t I?’

He’d say yes to that.

‘And in these three years I've smoothed out a few things
for you,” or done my best to. And I thought we were on a
decent footing as between neighbours and friends.”

He might mumble: Well, aren’t we?

‘Then a few weeks ago I said in your hearing® that that
bit of land between yours and mine was coming into the market
and it would suit me well enough and I intended to buy it.
And you've gone behind my back and bought it. I’ve come
across some unscrupulous customers in my time, but this is
as nasty a bit of work as I've met with.’

Simpson wouldn’t answer that because he couldn’t; it
was the exact truth. :

But that evening, by another stroke of ill-luck, Hale had
the exasperation of still being unable to speak his mind. He
saw Simpson at the Club and waited for an opportunity when
they should not be overheard or disturbed. The Club was
full; the two men were always at some distance.. When .the
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company thinned a little® and therc was likely to be more chance
of a private exchange, their eyes met across the room for a
moment which gave time to develop the grim purposeful look
of the one man and the unmistakably hangdog look of the other'®.
Hale was held in conversation; when he freed himself Simpson
was gone. :

Hale pushed his way angrily to the door and opened i
in the hope that Simpson had but just sneaked out. Closing
the door behind him to shut in the noise of the club-room,
he listened in the darkness for the sound of retreating foot-
steps, but all was quiet. Like someone just missing a train
it was essential he should catch, he stood there so baffled
that it seemed some miraculous happening must defeat the logic
of Simpson’s escape',

He thought of following him to his house, but would not
care to say what he had to say in front of his wife. He turned
on his heel and went back into the club-room. )

Galling as the delay was, it yet served to allow of mature
consideration of the form of the indictment}? Protests made
in a hurry can leave out telling points’3. And a man may
commit a treacherous act and just because the right words
of accusation are not found, may think his infamy is not fully
realized, and may even become only half-convinced of it him-
self. Hale did not waste the time of waiting; he got on to

" more familiar terms with the injury done him* and would have
more to say than he would have had in the first place.

‘Perhaps you think I'm the only one to know you for
what you are—that I'm sore because I lost it, but that no
one else is taking any notice. All right, take Chadwick, a man
you like to stand well withs, 1 saw you and him talking and
having a drink just as usual, and I daresay you're feeling set

4




upl8 because his manner didn’t show a bit of difference. Nor
it mightt™—to you. Now I'll tell you what he said to me.
He said “It’s an eye-opener.” He said “What a low-down thing
to go and do1%” That’s in case you think it’s just me kicking
up a fuss.”

He'd probably say, Well, I didn’t think you’d mind all
that much (which would be a lie) and anyway it’s done now.

Whether by good luck or good management Simpson’s
movements were untraceable the next day. Certainly good
luck played its part, for on Hale going to Simpson’s yard
at a time when he would normally have found him feeding
his calves, only the fact that Simpson had received an emergency
summons from his wife prevented his being found. Good
management, on the other hand, was not absentl® To avoid
Hale consistently, considering that .they lived so much aloag
the same lines, would not have been a reasonable ambition;
but Simpson could induce circumstances favourable to a post-
ponement. He should have driven past Hale’s farm on his
way home that afternoon; on many a day Hale was about
when he did so, and he stopped and they chatted. But today,
uneasily aware that Hale might be on the look-out for him,
he remembered an errand he had some time to perform, and
chose to do it today, thus taking another way home—while
Hale. was actually waiting.

Simpson was not a man who had gone into hzdmg, but
while not making. aveidance of Hale his main abject, if he could
reasonably apply himself to do a job that took him ous of Hale's
way he did s50%.

Hale could hardly belxeve that twenty- four heurs after
hearing of Simpson’s act he should still not have spoken his
aaing, - His indignation boiled up in him. The offence should
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have been stigmatized from the very start@ But as things
were, he could at least rehearse his interview with Simpson,
and if he could not deliver his oration he could at any rate
add to it.

‘It’s not such a wonderful bit of land, there’s only nine
acres of it, but that’s not the question. You not only heard
from me that I was going to buy it, but you heard me say
that I wanted it for some grass. You trod on me and on my
needs. I wonder where you'd stop. I don’t see why you don’t
pinch the corn out of my barn, or the money out of my pocket
“if it comes to that.’

He’d say that he too wanted the field, that it’s handy
for him too, and what about him wanting some grass.

‘So you might need some, but I happened to be in on this
first?2, and you knew nothing of it but what I told you: #id
‘when 1 told you I was going to buy you didn’t say a word,
“you only crept off on the siy®s.

He might say Why did you tell me?

‘I told you because I didn’t know you had it in vou to do
what you did**t 1 told you as one man talks to another he
‘bekieves is a decent fellow.’ .
“re The next morning Hale had unfortunately to be away
‘taking calves to market, but whatever he did his mind ran’ on
the talk with Simpson which the afternoon would bring abaii®s,

‘The last thing 1 would remember in an ordinary way is
the help I've tried to be to'you since your wife was ill. * Bur
"how' you’ve behaved serves to put me in mind of it.* 1 suppose
that in an ordinary neighbourly manner I've done your work
for you twenty times since poor Mrs. Simpson started having
her fits—I couldn’t do any other. I took her to hospital when
'you weren’t there. God knows it isn’t my idea to bring wp
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a thing like that, I only mean I thought we were neighbours
one to another.’

He’d probably say You know I was grateful to you. He'd
say Until I did this I never acted in an unneighbourly manner.
There wasn’t much someone like me could do for you because
trouble doesn’t seem to come your way. Still when you had
that bad go of pneumonia twelve months ago last January?® 1
did some of your jobs for you and was glad to.

‘That’s my point. We were neighbours and friends. That’s
what makes this a damned low-down way to behave.’

So Hale was well-primed for the talk. He had an in-
fallible scheme for trapping Simpson this afternoon. As regular
as clockwork Simpson went to his bank at two-thirty on Friday
afternoons. On his road home Simpson in his car would
meet Hale in his. Hale would stop him and say his piece
at last®.

‘You're no doubt very pleased with yourself for pulling this
thing off,® but you know it won’t do you much good. I
met Short this morning. He said when you turned up to buy
the field he concluded I was off it3—and you let him think
0, or else he’d never have dreamed of selling to you. You'll
find it doesn’t pay in the long run to get that kind of reputation.s

He might say Yes, Short would rather sell it.to you than
to me—and why? Because you've made a success of things
and that always goes down well®?. You’re in with more people
than I am because you’ve got more time and more money.
‘To him that hath...that’s the kind of thing 33

‘There’s an excuse -for everything nowadays. But if you
think you can make excuses for what you've done you won't
deceive anyone except yourself. ‘

But Simpsen was to achieve yet one moré lxky escape
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before the actual encounter took place.3*

Hale drove slowly along the road at the time when Simp-
son’s car was nearing on its way from the town. They could
not avoid passing, and soon they were aware of each other’s
approach. Both realized that the show-down was now inevitable.35

Simpson put om his brake; but the charabanc immediately
behind him could not overtake him until he and Hale had
passed each other; they therefore passed. It would still be
the natural thing for himself and Hale to draw up at the
roadside. On the other hand acceptance of the charabanc
incident as a reason for continuing on their way would also
be normal, especially if the two occupants had nothing parti-
cular to say to each other. Either course was open. When
Hale looked back it was to-see that Simpson had driven on.

~As if Hale’s pursuit of his quarry were closing in and
narrowing down, it assuredly seemed that this, the most for~
tuitous of his escapes, must be the last—and so it proved.

By now one thing was certain: the occasion was not going
to-find Hale unprepared.

‘I'm not grasping, that I know of3 You can ask who
‘you like. If this bit of ground had been put up to auction
and it had fallen to you, I wouldn’t have had anything to
say except good luck to you. I've got a use for it ceftainly,
but it’s all in the forsunes of war¥, and if I'd lost it fairly and
squarely that would bave been all right by me. What I.don’t
like is what no man likes—and that’s a stab in the back.®

He’d say if it had been put up to auction a fat chance
4'd have had® if you'd wanted it. As for your having a use
“for it, I daresay you have, but for me it’ll make just that
difference of being able to milk a cow or two to help my
business along. That’s what I nesd, something to help me
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along. TI've not been one of you lucky ones, and it’s not for
want of hard work. I lost my pigs the year before last, didn’t
I, and this year my bit of barley has failed. My home’s in
a muddle with my wife in and out of hospital, and I have
to pay someone to come and do her work. ['ve had a good
deal against me.%* What I want is to get properly on my feet,
and once I'd done that I cou'd carry on.

‘I don’t doubt all that. So could 1 improve my business
if T played a shabby trick or two. So could any man, you're
not the only one. It's just a matter of what you’re willing
to do. And what you’ll do once you’ll do again. It doesn’t
make for good feeling, does it, if you're ready to knock anyone
down and stand on them to make yourself taller.s’

Up till now Hale had mostly calculated to catch Simpson
in the ordinary coming and going of every day, to fall in with
him,%* in the same circumstances as those in which they were
used to meet and speak. Thwarted in that, he now set out
to pin bim down on his home-ground.

He walked out into the pearly dawn of the March morning,
along field-paths well known to his feet, cutting corners
scrambling through a hedge; he was a born time-saver®. Not
that he was a quick walker—perhaps because his eyes had
plenty to do; for at the end of a walk like this he had an
exact knowledge of the condition of every bit of cultivated
ground, hedge, ditch or wild life, as far as the eye could see;
also perhaps because ke was built on the heavy sidets. (But
in some emergency, such as a driven heifer to be headed-off
from escape down a side-track, or a sheep to be pounced on
for examination, the slow heavy walk could be turned in an
instant into a run of amazing agility.) ,

At length he reached the fence bordering S:mpaongholdmg,
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and there he stood and waited. He was not used to seeing
Simpson at this hour of the morning, but Hale knew that his
assignment in his yard for the- first jobs of the day was as
inflexible as that of a soldier on parade.

Hale stood with his legs slightly apart, as if his stoutness
made them be so; the firm wide planting of his feet always
made whatever ground, pavement or floor he stood on seem -
to belong to him.

He had not been there for five minutes when he saw
Simpson. He was emerging from the paddock into his yard,
a bucket in either hand. He did not see Hale until he heard
his name called sharply.

‘Simpson?!’

He started, stared, put down the buckets and commenced
the slow approach from which there was no escape. He had
some way to come, across the width of the yard and the corner
of an untidy orchard in which the hens were pecking at their
early feed. If this meeting had been a sporting contest Hale
was certainly in the position of the player who had won the
toss#, for while he stood immovable at the fence Simpson
had to cover the distance under his eye.

i .. Hale'had time to-observe his man from head to toe. There
was no mistaking the general demeanour of that figure as
it approached—it was an incongruous mixture of sheepishness
and defiance®’,

- Simpson was a lanky type. He gave the impression that
all ‘the tasks he did were more irksome on account of his
Kaving to stoop further to them than another man would;
his loose-limbed figure was not typical of his calling. Hale
realized, as he watched him, that ke was a man rarely to be
seen without his sporting a sign of some minor physical disability
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(changing according to the season as if by the vagaries of
some fashion), which decorated him with a bit of bandage or
a finger-stall or a scab or a scar. Today's demonstration of
distress was a square inch of plaster affixed to the side of
his neck but standing out a half-inch from it, while he carried
his head a bit stiffly. Shaving, it seemed, took place later in
the day, or perhaps he sometimes gave it a miss®®. His clothes
were the rough and grubby ones of anyone doing the like kind
of chores, except for the almost indefinable difference of their
noncountry origin and of their having received their first layer
of shabbiness in town-wear.5® (When Simpson spoke, too, his
voice had a remotely cockney sound not otherwise to be heard
for many a mile around.)

The fact that he had to make his approach while Hale
was held at the fence could not do otherwise than make him
seem like an accused person coming up for judgement; and
every step he took had the subtle reluctance of someone drawing
near to punishment. He had no cover. Offenders being apt
to carry off their misdeeds, a grown man does not often have
to cut so sorry a figure before his friend5 and an attempt
at jauntiness on Simpson’s part carried no conviction. One
would not have wished to be in his shoes. Hale may have
had to wait for his feast, but it was served to him on a gold plate
now.52

‘Well 1 daresay I know what you’re here for,” Simpson
said, coming to a standstill, and perhaps having a blustering
hope that there was an advantage in taking the initiative. ‘You
want to have a word with me about me buying that bit of
ground.’

‘Wa—al, that’s the kind of idea,” said Hale in the drawling
voice he sometimes used, with unconscious artistry, at the start
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of a subject which was going to work wup to high words®.

‘Ali right. I suppose I did know when 1 did it that you'd
cut up rough but I've got something to say for myself all
the same.’

‘You would have. And you’d need to.

Simpson had a defeated look for a moment, which im-
parted an unlikely dignity to him. But he rallied to his own
defence.

‘Can’t you take the luck of the dra»w?% 1 mean to say—’

‘I wouldn’t say much if I was you. You’ll only get deeper
in.se’

Having checked him again, Hale saw him painfully at a
loss, and surprisingly now felt no pleasure on that account.
It seemed too easy.

‘What you can’t do,” said Simpson, ‘you can’t put yourself
in my place. I've had some bad luck. I—’

‘Hold on a minute,” drawled Hale. ‘Who says I can’t
put myself in your place?” He was temporizing. ‘But you
can’t turn black into white, you know.’

This was a favourite oft-repeated axiom, but he found
himself saying it now automatically, without the usual relish.
He was not comfortable. He felt unaccountably small. He
had become less conscious of himself than of the lanky man
in front of him, complete with warts, scabs, cotton-woolled neck,
shifty eye and spluttering mouth so ready for its Jjob of self-
defenced?. .Somehow that figure had stolen the morning.%8  The
importance had shifted away from himself and lay with Simp-
son standing therc, the perfect illustration to his own hard-luck
storys9,

‘If you want to try and make me pass the sale over to
you I don’t see what right—’
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