The Neighbours
By John Galsworthy

I the remote country, Nature, at first sight so serene, so simple,
will soon intrude on her observer a strange discomfort ; a feeling
that some familiar spirit haunts the old lanes, rocks, moorland,
and trees, and has the power to twist all living things around
into some special shape befitting its genius.

When moonlight floods the patch of moorland in the very
centre of the triangle between the little towns of Hartland,
Torrington, and Holsworthy, a pagan spirit steals forth through
the wan gorse; gliding round the stems of the lonely gibbet-
like fir-trees, peeping out amongst the reeds of the white marsh.
That spirit has the eyes of a borderer, who perceives in every man
a possible foe. And in fact, this high corner of the land has
remained border to this day, where the masterful, acquisitive
invader from the North dwells side by side w1th the unstable,
proud, quick-blooded Celt-Iberian.

In two cottages crowning some fallow land two families used
to live side by side. 'That long white dwelling seemed all one,
till the eye, peering through the sweetbrier smothering the right-
hand half, perceived the rude, weather-beaten presentment of a
Running Horse, denoting the presence of intoxicating liquors ; and
in a window of the left-hand half that strange conglomeration
of edibles and shoe-leather which proclaims the one shop of a
primitive hamlet.

These married couples were by name Sandford at the eastern,
and Leman at the western end ; and he who saw them for the
first time thought : “ What splendid-looking people !

They were all four above the average height, and all four as
straight as darts. 'The innkeeper, Sandford, was a massive man,
stolid, grave, light-eyed, with big fair moustaches, who might
have stepped straight out of some Norseman’s galley. Leman
was leari and lathy, a regular Celt, with an amiable, shadowy,
humorous face. The two women were as different as the men.

Mrs. Sandford’s fair, almost transparent cheeks, coloured easily,
her eyes were grey, her hair pale brown ; Mrs. Leman’s hair was
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of a lustreless jet-black, her eyes the colour of a peaty stream,
and her cheeks had the close creamy texture of old ivory.

Those accustomed to their appearance soon noted the
qualifications of their splendour. In Sandford, whom neither
sun nor wind ever tanned, there was a look as if nothing would
ever turn him from acquisition of what he had set his heart on ;
his eyes had the idealism of the worshipper of property, ever
marching towards a heaven of great possessions. Followed by
his cowering spaniel, he walked to his fields (for he farmed as
well as kept the inn) with a tread that seemed to shake the lanes,
disengaging an air of such heavy and complete insulation that
even the birds were still. He rarely spoke. He was not popular.
He was feared, no one quite knew why.

On Mrs. Sandford, for all her pink and white, sometimes
girlish look, he had set the mark of his slow, heavy domination.
Her voice was seldom heard. Once in a while, however, her
reserve would yield to garrulity, as of water flowing through a
broken dam. In these outbursts she usually spoke of her neigh-
bours the Lemans, deploring the state of their marital relations.
“ A woman,” she would say, “ must give way toa man sometimes ;
I’ve had to give way to Sandford myself, I have.” Her lips,
from long compression, had become thin as the edge of a teacup ;
all her character seemed to have been driven down below the
surface of her long, china-white face. She had not broken, but
she had chipped; her edges had become jagged, sharp. The
consciousness that she herself had been beaten to the earth
seemed to inspire in her that waspish feeling towards Mrs. Le-
man—*“a woman with a proud temper,” as she would say in
her almost Jady-like voice ; ““a woman who’s never bowed down
to a man—that’s what she’ll tell you herself. ’Tisn’t the drink
that makes, Leman behave so mad, ’tis because she won’t give
way to him. We're glad to sell drink to any one we can, of
course; ’tisn’t that what’s makin’ Leman so queer. ’Tis
her.”

Leman, whose long figure was often to be seen seated on the
wooden benchfof his neighbour’s stone-flagged little inn, had,
indeed, the soaked look and scent of a man never quite drunk,
and hardly ever sober. He spoke slowly, his tongue seemed
thickening ; he no longer worked ; his humorous, amiable face
had grown hangdog and clouded. All the village knew of his
passionate outbreaks, and bursts of desperate weeping; and of
two occasions when Sandford had been compelled to wrest a
razor from him. People took a morbid interest in this rapid
deterioration, speaking of it with!misgiving and relish, unanimous
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in their opinion that—summat ’d ’appen about that ; the drink
wer duin’ for George Leman, that it wer, praaperly !

But Sandford—that blond, ashy-looking Teuton—was not
easy of approach, and no one cared to remonstrate with him ;
his taciturnity was too impressive, too impenetrable. Mrs.
Leman, too, never complained. To see this black-haired woman,
with her stoical, alluring face, come out for a breath of air, and
stand in the sunlight, her baby in her arms, was to have looked on
a very woman of the Britons. In conquering races the men, they
say, are superior to the women, in conquered races, the women
to the men. She was certainly superior to Leman. That woman
might be bent and mangled, she could not be broken; her
pride was too simple, too much a physical part of her. No one
ever saw a word pass between her and Sandford. It was almost
as if the old racial feelings of this borderland were pursuing in
these two their unending conflict. For there they lived, side
by side under the long, thatched roof, this great primitive,
invading male, and that black-haired, lithe-limbed woman of
older race, avoiding each other, never speaking—as much too
much for their own mates as they were, perhaps, worthy of each
other.

In this lonely parish houses stood far apart, yet news travelled
down the May-scented lanes and over the whin-covered moor
with a strange speed ; blown perhaps by the west wind, whis-
pered by the pagan genius of the place in his wanderings, or
conveyed by small boys on large farm horses.

On Whit-Monday it was known that Leman had been drink-
ing all Sunday ; for he had been heard on Sunday night shouting
out that his wife had robbed him, and that her children were not
his. All next day he was seen sitting in the bar of the inn soak-
ing steadily. Yet on Tuesday morning Mrs. Leman was serving
in her shop as usual—a really noble figure, with that lustreless
black hair of hers,—very silent, and ever sweetening her eyes to
her customers. Mrs. Sandford, in one of her bursts of garrulity,
complained bitterly of the way her neighbours had gone on the
night before. But unmoved, ashy, stolid as ever, Sandford
worked in the most stony of his fields.

That hot, magnificent day wore to its end; a night of
extraordinary beauty fell. In the gold moonlight the shadows
of the lime-tree leaves lay, blacker than any velvet, piled one on
the other at the foot of the little green. It was very warm. A
cuckoo sang on till nearly midnight. A great number of little
moths were out ; and the two broad meadows which fell away
from the hamlet down to the stream were clothed in a glamorous
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haze of their own moonlit buttercups. Where that marvellous
moonlight spread out across the moor it was all pale witchery ;
only the three pine-trees had strength to resist the wan gold of
their fair visitor, and brooded over the scene like the ghosts
of three great gallows. The long white dwelling of “the neigh-
bours ” bathed in that vibrating glow seemed to be exuding a
refulgence of its own. Beyond the stream a night-jar hunted,
whose fluttering harsh call tore the garment of the scent-laden
still air. It was long before sleep folded her wings.

A little past twelve o’clock there was the sound of a double
shot. By five o’clock next morning the news had already tra-
velled far ; and before seven, quite a concourse had gathered
to watch two mounted constables take Leman on Sandford’s
pony to Bideford Gaol. The dead bodies of Sandford and Mrs.
Leman lay—so report ran—in the locked bedroom at Leman’s
end of the neighbours’ house. Mrs. Sandford, in a state of
collapse, was being nursed at a neighbouring cottage. The
Leman children had been taken to the Rectory. Alone of the
dwellers in those two cottages, Sandford’s spaniel sat in a gleam
of early sunlight under the eastern porch, with her nose fixed to
the crack beneath the door.

It was vaguely known that Leman had ‘ done for mun ”’;
of the how, the why, the when, all was conjecture. Nor was it
till the assizes that the story of that night was made plain, from
Leman’s own evidence, read from a dirty piece of paper :

“1I, George Leman, make this confession—so help me God !
When I came up to bed that evening I was far gone in liquor,
and so had been for two days off and on, which Sandford knows.
My wife was in bed. 1wentup, and I'said to her: ¢ Getup!’
I said; ¢ do what I tell you for once !’ I willnot !’ she said,
¢you drunken beast!’ So I pulled the bedclothes off her.
When I saw her all white like that, with her black hair. it turned
me queer, and I ran downstairs and gotimy gun, and loaded it.
When I came upstairs again, she was against the door. I pushed,
and she pushed back. She didn’t call out, or say one word—
but pushed ; she was never one to be afraid. I was the stronger,
and I pushed in the door.  She stood up against the bed, defying
me with her mouth tight shut, the way she had ; and I put up
my gun to shoot her. It was then that Sandford came running
up the stairs and knocked the gun out of my hand with his stick.
He hit me a blow over the heart with his fist, and I fell down
against the wall, and couldn’t move. And he said: ¢ Keep
quiet !” he said, ‘you dog!’ Then he looked at her. ¢And
as for you,” he said, ‘you bring it on yourself! You can’t
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bow down, can’t you? I’ll bow you down for once!’ And
he took and raised his stick. But he didn’t strike her, he just
looked at her in her nightdress, which was torn at the shoulder,
and her black hair ragged. She never said a word, but smiled at
him., Then he caught hold of her by the arms, and they stood
there. 1 saw her eyes; they were as black as two sloes. He
seemed to go all weak of a sudden, and white as the wall. It was
like as they were struggling which was the better of them,
meaning to come to one another at the end. I saw what was in
them as clear as I see this paper. I got up and crept round, and
I took the gun and pointed 1t, and pulled the triggers one after
the other, and they fell dead, first him, then her; they fell
quietly, neither of them made a noise. I went out, and lay down
on the grass. They found me there when they came to take me.
This is all I have to write, but it is true that I was far gone in

liquor, which I had of him. . . .”
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